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TWELWE 


DEMETRIOS 


OR SOME REASON OR ANOTHER, wholeness broke 
apart and became separateness. Absence became 
presence. Eventually, causality brought a man 
to an apartment building in Winnipeg. Warm morning 
light was about to burst out over the horizon of aged 
buildings to the east. The apartment was on loan from 
the Auto Club while he was in the city for the contract. 
Demetrios passed a thin kid walking up the scarred 
wooden steps and frayed, faded carpet of the stairwell. 
The kid, who was probably in his early twenties, 
descended past him in slow, insincere movements that 
climaxed in clumsy yet forceful jolts as his foot landed 
heavily on each step. The kid was wearing black dress 
pants and a black dress shirt that desperately needed 
ironing. He reeked of weed. 
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Demetrios smirked. 

The kid was groggily listening to music thudding 
out from the large headphones that made him look like 
some kind of stoned helicopter pilot. The kid’s eyes 
were unfocused and purposeless as his body jerkily 
descended the stairs. Demetrios nodded a silent good 
morning to the kid as he passed, but went unnoticed. 

As Demetrios arrived at the room he’d been 
assigned, an irrational connection sparked inside 
his mind that tethered a feeling of familiarity to his 
surroundings. He wasn’t sure if it was just that distinct 
smell low-income apartments seemed to have. Maybe 
it was the faded carpet in the hallway. It could’ve been 
the shapes of the dull bronze numbers screwed to his 
assigned apartment door above the peephole, but there 
was definitely something familiar about this place. The 
uncomfortable feeling held him in place with crisp, 
arthritic fingers. 

He shivered. 

Demetrios sucked in a deep breath through his 
nose. Taking in the aroma of eau de shitty apartment 
building that was peppered with hints of wet dog, 
onions, cigarettes, and the pungent, skunky scent 
of cannabis wafting off the kid who’d passed him on 
the stairs. He ran his foot along the upright fibres of 
the faded carpet that had at one point been closer to 
burgundy but was now discoloured by the desire path 
that bleached the centre of the hallway. It was when he 
stared again at the numbers on the door to his assigned 
apartment that the feeling of déja vu spiked, inciting 
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another shiver that jerked and wriggled up his spine as 
it phased through him. 

503 

He shook his head and decided he’d just been 
awake for too long. He unlocked the door with the key 
he’d picked up at the Auto Club’s drop location: a P.O. 
box in an affluent suburb of Winnipeg. 

The apartment was empty. That was to be expected 
as he wasn’t going to leave anything behind for the next 
mechanic. He only had the apartment for the next three 
days anyway. The apartment was a blank canvas save 
for a few cracks in the drywall and more in the shoddy 
stucco ceiling. There was a bed and a couch. There was 
a fridge in the kitchen though there was nothing in it. 

Demetrios called an apartment in Vancouver home 
when he wasn’t working for the Auto Club but hadn’t 
been back there for a while. He’d done a few jobs in 
Montreal, Toronto, and Kingston, but most recently 
he’d been in Las Vegas, gambling and fucking escorts. 
He’d actually planned to stay in Vegas for another week 
but he’d received a contract for a particularly lucrative 
job in Winnipeg. He wasn’t going to turn that kind 
of money down. It was also a chance for him to visit 
Nancy. 

He realized he felt clammy and oily and then 
remembered he hadn’t showered since Vegas. He’d 
gotten off the plane, gone to the drop location, and 
picked up the dossier with the apartment keys, and 
then carried out the job. All before arriving at the 
apartment. He went to the bathroom to start the 
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shower and realized he didn’t have anything clean to 
change into. Well, other than a spare pair of socks and 
boxer briefs, a leather jacket, and the cowboy boots he 
had been wearing. He made a mental note to pick up 
something later. 

Demetrios was swinging back and forth between 
the idea of flying home to Vancouver or returning to 
Vegas to the tables and escorts when he got paid. 

He got out of the shower and realized there wasn’t 
a towel since he hadn’t brought one. He dried himself 
off with his used underwear and socks. He sniffed his 
moist clothes he’d left on the pile outside the shower 
and hesitated a moment before shrugging dismissively 
and putting them on anyway. He put on extra deodorant 
and ran the stick along the sides of his neck as well, 
as he’d forgotten his cologne. On the way out of the 
bathroom and into the bedroom, he picked up his 
backpack. The pieces of the now dismantled sniper 
rifle clunked against one another. He took out the Auto 
Club laptop from the backpack. The hit was still open 
on his desktop. He always had a handful of tabs open 
and never logged out of his Auto Club account. He hated 
remembering passwords. 

He‘d never met the main target of the contract but 
apparently he was a fellow mechanic from the Club. The 
secondary target (a man Demetrios knew as Edward) 
had worked with him a few times on other jobs he’d had 
in Winnipeg. Edward was jittery and anxious as hell. 
He always seemed glassy and aloof. When it mattered 
though, Edward was scarily focused and .. . efficient. 
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He was pretty old for a mechanic. Demetrios figured 
that was probably why they were using Edward as the 
decoy. The main target was considerably younger than 
Edward. 

Demetrios sighed. He couldn’t quite place what 
he was feeling. It wasn’t regret. He didn’t really care 
that much. Maybe pity? Although he didn’t really know 
Edward. He’d made sure both were quick head-shots. 
He felt that feeling again and forced a cough as if it 
would somehow shoo away the unnamed tightness in 
his chest. 

Open on the screen was the location, date and 
time of the job, and photographs of the targets. The 
main target, a redundant mechanic named Thomas, 
had been contacted by the Auto Club and was under the 
impression that his job (what he’d thought was his last 
job) was to retire Edward. 

He closed the window with the information on the 
job and opened his email to message Nancy. 

Nancy was crazy. 

He loved that about her. She knew he was a 
mechanic but that excited her. 

Demetrios smirked as he pulled a drag from the 
Colt. He preferred cigars though Colts were all he had 
at the moment. 

He was not by any means monogamous or at least 
was completely fine with pointless fucking. After Nancy, 
the pointless was outweighing the fucking. He never 
thought it would happen but Nancy was changing him. 
She was chaotic, ravenous, and totally open. They were 
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sitting at a restaurant and Nancy kept trying to touch 
his dick with the heel of her stilettos. He felt himself 
growing. The cheque couldn’t come fast enough. Nancy 
was commanding his attention, which drained the 
finite reserve it shared with his mind. Impaired by the 
tightness in his pants, his other mind won out. While 
his attention was redeployed, his mind was incapable 
of processing the awareness of the figure following a 
distance behind them as Nancy and Demetrios’ penis 
walked back to the apartment building. 
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E LAY IN BED, STARING ABSENTLY OVER at the 

television as the morning news droned on 

about something he wasn’t at all interested in. 
He liked to watch the news after jobs to see how the 
media portrayed his work. Most times they were never 
mentioned but if it was it was usually “gang related 
violence”. This time, however, he was instructed not to 
do any clean up. Demetrios realized the job was about 
sending a message. What that message was, and for 
whom it was meant, eluded him. When the news finally 
mentioned his work they simply said that the Winnipeg 
Police Service were investigating a double homicide in 
the Exchange District. Sources believed it was gang 
related. 

He smirked. 
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The segment was less than ten seconds and then 
the anchors threw to Weather. 

Demetrios muted the television and began stroking 
Nancy’s hair as she slept beside him. He could feel her 
chest expanding and contracting with her breathing. 
Her left hand rested on his chest, showing off the 
thumb ring he’d given her the night before. It was only 
a thumb ring. Initially, he was apprehensive and didn’t 
want to scare her. She’d seemed very excited to have 
received the thumb ring. 

A monogamous mechanic. He smirked. 

He was, though, progressively realizing he might 
not want to be a hitman any longer; not now that he’d 
found Nancy. She knew him. The real him. Nancy didn’t 
want to change him or need him to keep up some 
elaborate hoax of a self to earn her acceptance. He also 
knew her. She’d relieved herself in the shower while 
standing beside him and proceeded to shave her body 
as though he wasn’t there. She existed and she never 
cared who was around to witness her existence and he 
loved that rawness, that closeness, and connection. 

Demetrios reached for his phone, to check his bank 
account. The money hadn’t yet been deposited. Not that 
he thought it would be as it was still quite early. He’d 
check again in the afternoon. 

As he waited for Nancy to wake up, he made a 
mental list of all of the things he’d need to put in place 
before they could run away together. 
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ANCY LEFT HIS APARTMENT IN THE MORNING to 

run some errands. After she’d gone he checked 

his account again but the money still hadn’t 
been deposited. He’d give it another day before he 
worried. 

He was supposed to meet with Nancy later on in 
the day at a little place on Corydon but she’d never 
showed up. That in itself wasn’t terribly unusual and 
often meant that she was back at her apartment fussing 
over outfits or pleasuring herself with one of her harem 
of vibrators before stepping out the door. When he 
got to her apartment, the door was resting ominously 
ajar. He slowed and his mechanic mind shot into the 
forefront, controlling his movements. He unzipped his 
jacket as he neared, making sure he had quick access to 
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his handgun. 

“Nancy?” He whispered, angling himself so he 
could see through the space between the door and the 
frame and into the apartment. The apartment was dark. 

He pulled out his gun. 

“Nancy?” He said a little louder and pushed the 
door open with the barrel of his handgun. The door 
swung out revealing overturned furniture and broken 
glass. The cushions of the leather couch were strewn 
around the living room amid the contents of shelves 
that had once fit inside the drawers against the wall. 
There was a head-sized hole in the drywall that was 
ringed with blood. 

Demetrios raced into Nancy’s bedroom and found 
it just as chaotic as the living room. He could feel his 
heart thrashing wildly against his ribs as if it were 
trying to escape in flailing hysteria. 

His phone chirped out a notification which simply 
read: 


| KNOW. 


It was sent from an account he didn’t recognize. 
He swiped the notification away and it opened up his 
messaging app. Inside the message was a link to a video. 

Nancy was gagged and positioned awkwardly at 
the edge of her couch, her arms bound together at the 
wrists. He could see the dark bruises on her face and 
her left eye looked swollen. The bridge of her nose was 
puffy and dried blood caked her nostrils. 
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The video jolted in and out of high definition 
clarity and pixilated low-res blocks and back again. He 
squinted to make out the detail of the long shadows 
that snaked across the floor. He tried to gauge the angle 
of the light coming in from the windows and realized it 
must’ve been mid-morning, not long after she’d left his 
apartment. 

Nancy had a laceration on her forehead that was 
streaming blood. It ran down her face, following the 
curvature of her cheek, running down her neck, and 
pooling in the divots in her clavicles. 

An electronic voice spoke in a dark, digitized 
cadence. 

“She’s still alive for now. You’re going to do a little 
work for me. If you succeed, I might just let the two of 
you live.” 

Demetrios’ teeth tingled as he grit them down; his 
tight jaw muscles pulsing. 

The voice continued: “You have three days to kill 
three marks. If you don’t succeed, she dies. I’m watching 
you.” 

Demetrios visually scanned the room to see if 
there were any recording devices but the digitized voice 
brought his attention back to his phone screen. 

“If I find you’ve talked to anyone about this or if 
you try to get any outside help, she dies. And just to 
show you how seriously I’m taking this, [ll leave youa 
little present.” 

The figure lifted a terrifyingly large hunting knife 
into frame. Demetrios’ tightened his grip on the phone 
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as he saw the figure pull Nancy’s thumb away from her 
trembling fist and sever it clean off in one sickening 
motion. 

He shouted impotently into the phone. 

He heard Nancy screaming and sobbing wildly 
through her cloth gag; her tears clawing over the dried 
blood caked to her face. The figure wound up and 
slapped her before shoving her against the couch. The 
figure threw the severed thumb onto the floor in front 
of the couch and then walked over to the recording 
device. 

“Go back to your apartment and Ill contact you 
after you arrive.” 

The video stopped there and Demetrios just 
stood, silently, in Nancy’s apartment staring at her 
disembodied thumb that hadn’t moved from its resting 
place since being tossed there. He didn’t know just how 
much time had passed before he finally coaxed himself 
over to it. He held Nancy’s thumb and a large tattered 
section of her palm in his quivering hand. The thick 
metallic scent of dried blood and frayed muscle stung 
his nostrils. He could see the pale white bone protruding 
out from the sinew and muscle beneath the thumb ring 
he’d given her the night before. 
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HE DOOR TO 503 WAS UNLOCKED when he went to 
test it. The lights were off when he entered. He 
took his right hand off of his handgun to flick on 

the light switch. 

His apartment looked like Nancy’s. 

He hadn’t worried enough about it before and now 
somehow someone had found him and knew enough 
about him to pull Nancy into it. 

Her thumb was in a plastic bag filled with ice. It 
barely fit in his jacket pocket and left a cold solution 
of water and blood that trickled out, running down his 
jacket, and darkening his jeans as it spread. 

He looked to see if anything was missing and since 
he hadn’t brought much along with him, it didn’t take 
long. His backpack was gone and so was the Auto Club 
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laptop. In its place was an unfamiliar black lap top. It 
was open, and running, and somehow logged into his 
Auto Club account. 

A light in the kitchen flickered and he saw streaks 
of blood on the linoleum. His phone chirped out another 
notification. 

He started the new video. 

The back-lit figure stood in the apartment’s 
kitchen, in front of the flickering yellow light. Nancy 
was leaning limply against the kitchen drawers. Her 
skin was a clammy grey. She looked like she was on 
the verge of unconsciousness. Her hand was wadded up 
with cotton bandages that were black with dried blood. 
The linoleum beneath her was spotted with red. 

“The first mark is Jerome Benchley,” the digitized 
voice said. The figure held up a photograph of the target. 

In the video there was an address to a residence in 
the Tuxedo neighbourhood of Winnipeg. 

“The door code is 6809 and the alarm code is 
4376. You may only kill Jerome using the objects I have 
provided for you on the counter.” 

Demetrios sidestepped the splotches of Nancy’s 
blood on the kitchen tile and finally reached the counter. 
There was a rusted nail file and a medium sized rock. 

“You'll take a picture once he’s dead and send it to 
this number. Simply killing him isn’t enough. Remember, 
only use what I give you. Nancy has one more thumb 
and eight more fingers.” 
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HE MAN HAD STRUGGLED MEAGRELY before 
Demetrios stabbed out his eyes with the pointed 
end of the rusted nail file. It only took a couple 
hits with the rock to cave in the man’s skull. He’d taken 
a photo of it with his phone and sent it to the number. 
But that was already the night before. It was early 
afternoon and he’d still yet to hear from the dark 
figure. Demetrios mopped up Nancy’s dried blood 
from the kitchen tile while waiting for the call. It was 
mid-afternoon when his phone chirped out another 
notification. 
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E HAD A GAS CAN AND WAS SLOSHING the acrid 
H liquid around the base of the next mark’s house 

in Wellington Crescent. He’d made sure all the 
exits were securely locked with chains and padlocks 
before setting the fumes alight. Demetrios found 
himself wondering what the mark had done to bring 
such a horrible death upon himself. 

In his past work for the Auto Club, Demetrios 
excelled at subtlety and precision and, more specifically, 
killing from a distance. 

Jerome’s face. 

He still felt ripples of the surprise and fear in 
Jerome’s eyes; blinking disbelievingly up at him before 
he stabbed them out. 

All he had to do was throw the match in the vague 
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vicinity of the house and the gas fumes ignited into 
roaring flames that licked hungrily upward. Almost 
instantly the whole front deck was consumed by flame. 

Demetrios took a photo of the burning home and 
sent it to the dark figure’s account. 

Fire trucks passed him as he turned off Academy 
and onto Stafford though he didn’t want to return to 
the apartment. He knew he’d just be absorbed in dark, 
manic thoughts, pacing the room. 
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from the casino. The tables didn’t help divert his 
anxious thoughts as much as he hoped they would. 
He lost five grand before returning to the apartment. 

He stared at the object on the counter; shuddering 
at the thought of just how close he’d have to get again 
to kill the next mark. 

His phone chirped. 

“It’s on the counter,” the back-lit figure held up a 
photograph. “This man will be at the corner of York and 
Smith today at 5 today. If he isn’t dead by 5:05, Nancy 
will be. Remember his face.” The video ended. 

He looked again at the wrench on the counter. 


I: WAS SITTING ON THE COUNTER WHEN he got back 
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hat sound. 
The man’s head had made an awful, unearthly 


noise when he cracked the wrench into it. It was 
an odd, hollow sound that travelled through his entire 
body but had somehow gotten lodged inside Demetrios. 
He could still hear that nauseating sound. 

Stop. Stop. Stop. 

Please. 

STOP! 

His hand was still putting the car in park as his 
anxious legs scrambled to get out of the vehicle. He was 
up the steps and at the front door but his thoughts were 
a couple of paces behind him. The final mark had been 
killed. The dark figure had no reason to keep Nancy 
now. He’d spent most of the night worriedly thinking 
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frantic thoughts until 4am when he’d gotten a call that 
directed him the house in the North End where the 
figure said Nancy was waiting for him. He ripped open 
the front door as quickly as he’d bounded the stairs. He 
raced into the front room but by the time his thoughts 
caught up to his body it was already too late. A woman 
emerged from the darkness of the front room of the 
empty house swinging a baseball bat. 
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I DON’T EXPECT YOU TO KNOW WHO Thomas i-... 

was,” the female voice was dark and hateful. 

Demetrios started to struggle but felt the ropes 
around his wrists and ankles dig into his flesh. He 
followed the lengths of the rope to where they were 
tied off to rusted metal beams running along either 
side of an unfinished basement. The ropes were pulled 
taut which elevated his arms and legs, making his 
muscles burn. He was more concerned though about the 
weight of the body slumped on top of him. They body’s 
head was covered in a grey bag soaked in dried blood. 
The scent stabbed his nostrils. The body felt limp and 
unnaturally still as gravity pressed the body’s weight 
down against him. 

A dark figure stepped forward into the jaundiced 
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glow from an aging bulb that swayed gently as it bled 
its light. 

“He was better than you, Jake.” 

Demetrios was gasping for breath but the weight of 
the body wouldn’t allow his chest to expand that much 
and it came out as a stuttering wheeze. 

“If it weren’t for your cowboy boots and your Colt 
cigarettes, I might never have found you .. .” she ripped 
the bag off the dead body’s head. “Or Nancy.” 

“You evil bitch!” He tried to shout, but again, the 
limp weight of Nancy’s still form pressing down on him 
saw that it came out as a coarse, phlegmy whistle. 

After some laboured wheezing, he managed to get 
out: “Why?” 

“Why?!” She kicked his elevated leg. “Why?” 

The woman stepped back and _ disappeared; 
obstructed by Nancy’s still form. He could hear the 
sound of something metal scraping against the porous, 
cracked concrete of the basement floor. Bright pain lit 
up his brain as the crowbar came down on his left leg, 
shattering the bone. He wanted to scream out again but 
his lungs were preoccupied with keeping him breathing. 
The woman brought the crowbar down on the other 
leg and both he and Nancy’s body fell a few inches and 
jolted back into place when the skin of his broken legs 
grew too taut to fall any further. He gasped frantically 
for air. 

“Just kill me,” he wheezed, incomprehensibly. 

The woman burst into light as though she were 
being illuminated from within. Her exposed skin began 
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to glow sending off a dull haze that made the dust in the 
air sparkle. There was a sound that grew along with the 
intensity of the light the woman was emitting. It was 
a fluctuating tone that rose in pitch and then fell back 
down; each time rising up a little higher. The sound 
was now so loud it had become painful. Jake attempted 
to scream until there was a pop and he couldn’t hear 
anything anymore. He could feel the buzzing resonance 
of his laboured wheezing against the bones in his skull 
and jaw until the light enveloped him completely. 
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I’M STILL HAVING THE DREAMS,” Eric fidgeted 

nervously in his chair. 

“Interesting,” his therapist mumbled through his 
fountain pen. 

The wall to Eric’s left was full of ornately framed 
credentials and photos of his therapist, Dr. Eugene 
Simone, posing aside people Eric assumed were 
important. Natural light floated gently in from the tall, 
rectangular windows to his right. The fixtures above 
him cast off an orange glow that made him feel like 
he had somehow returned to the 70s. The faux-wood 
paneling and brown rug in Simone’s office didn’t help. 

“They would be, if they weren’t terrifying,” Eric 
said, dryly. 
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“And youre writing them down?” 

Eric nodded. 

“Good.” 

“I had the hospital dream again,” Eric shivered. 

“Any recent dreams about Walter?” Simone 
inquired, raising an eyebrow and Eric wanted to punch 
him. 

Eric’s whole body tightened at the mention of 
Walter. 

“She’s still abusing me,” Eric started into the 
newest of his recurring hospital dreams instead. 

“Your attendant in you dream?” Simone sat back in 
his chair and resumed molesting his pen. 

Since the start of his sessions, Eric noticed how 
often Dr. Simone had that fountain pen in his mouth. 
Eric also found it funny that despite possessing a tool 
that enabled Simone to create beautiful calligraphy, he 
mainly used it as a chew toy. 

“The dreams are coming more frequently and with 
more lucidity. What’s freaking me out is that it honestly 
feels like each dream is a few hours ahead of the last 
one. Like time is continuing on in between dreams 
while I’m away and I’m picking up again. It’s messing 
with me.” 

“Messing with you?” 

“It feels like this and the dream are both... equally 
real?” 

Simone just nodded. 
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“It feels like I’m just bouncing back and forth 
between all these worlds and never really, actually 
sleeping.” 

“Interesting. Do you feel rested when you wake 
up?” 

Eric stared at Simone blankly. 

Simone raised an eyebrow again and shot Eric a 
look that made him want to slap that fucking pen out of 
his mouth. Simone lowered his head and began writing 
in a black ballpoint pen he had picked up off the desk. 

“T’ve been trying hard not to fall asleep but whatever 
I do nothing helps. I’ll be sitting on my couch in my 
living room just watching TV, trying to avoid sleep, but 
then I’11 be back there. I was back in that fucking chair 
last night, unable to move. Just staring forward,” Eric 
paused for a long while, staring out. “She mocks me.” 

“We're talking about the attendant in your hospital 
dream now?” Simone was writing again; one pen in 
hand, the fountain pen in his mouth. Something in 
Simone’s voice was stoking the roiling mass of emotions 
that had all banded together to form a collective, which 
amplified their caustic negativity. The collective couldn’t 
agree on a name so an outside mediator, in Eric’s case 
it was Dr. Simone, diagnosed Eric with general anxiety 
and depression. 

“She fed me but purposely got it all over my face. 
She laughed at me and called me a pig. She once let me 
sit in my own shit, laughing, and calling me a stinky 


41 


OUROBOROS - TWELVE - ERIC 


baby. She waited until the end of her shift and then 
pawned the duty of cleaning me to the next shift that 
came in to relieve her. I try to scream out. I try to will 
my muscles to move but nothing works. I’m trapped in 
that chair.” 

“How are things with your job after the format 
changes, Eric?” 

“The same,” Eric sighed. “They’re still going ahead.” 

“How do you feel about that?” 

“We’re going from Talk Radio to Top 40. They say 
it more matched the station’s ‘target demo’,” Eric said 
accompanied by mocking hand quotes. 

“So what does that mean for you?” 

Eric scoffed. “It means, I’m out of a job.” 

“You can’t stay on with the new format?” 

“I’m not a DJ,” he shook his head. “I’m a talk radio 
host. No one wants an old guy like me telling them 
about music from the club scene.” 

“You’re not that old, Eric,” Simone said. 

The inclusion of the word that made Eric shudder. 

“So what will you do?” 

Eric shrugged. 

Simone looked up, abruptly energized. Eric noticed 
both of Simone’s pens were gone and it was a few 
seconds later that he saw the fountain pen resting 
ornately in its moulded velvet case next to the office 
phone. Before, Eric had never been able to read the 
inscription on the pen for the saliva and teeth marks. 
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Now, even from where he was sitting, he could make 
out the words printed in gold against the black skin of 
the fountain pen. 


DR. EUGENE SIMONE - HEALTH FOR MIND, BRAIN, AND BODY 


“What does Penny have to say about this?” 

Eric looked away from the unnervingly pristine 
pen and tilted his head towards Simone. 

“Who?” 
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AS I APPROACH THE END OF THE SHOW,” he paused 
as if the words were only now making sense to 
him as he said them. “I realize this is my last one.” 

Eric found his hand was squeezed tightly into a 
ball, the pale tendons bending over his knuckles. 

“TI have a lot of memories of this place,” he said 
and the words solemnly dribbled out and hung in that 
solitary pinpoint of momentary awareness before 
disintegrating into the intangible nothingness people 
called the past. 

As a young boy, Eric often used his father’s 
transistor radio to listen to radio plays. He loved radio 
and wanted so badly to work in the industry. It didn’t 
matter to him where it was he worked, he just wanted 
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to be a part of radio. He was hired in 1974 at 15. He 
started working as the building janitor for the place 
the station rented. He was constantly asking the on-air 
talent questions about the industry. Eventually, one of 
the on-air talent talked with the station manager about 
Eric’s enthusiasm and they gave him his own show 
at 11 at night. That enthusiasm was bolstered by the 
speed with which he’d gathered a following of devoted 
listeners. Eventually they moved him to full-time and 
pushed up his radio show to g. His show continued 
acquiring more listeners until they finally moved his 
show to prime time. He read the news, talked politics 
and philosophy, and he had opportunities to interview 
some relevant and influential guests. He remembered 
interviewing Linda Ronstadt when she’d come to 
Winnipeg as part of her tour in 1977. 

He’d only just turned 18. 

He even got the chance to interview Farrah Fawcett, 
which was nuts because he rubbed one out to her spread 
pretty regularly from the 1978 issue of Playboy. He 
loved Farrah, especially in Logan’s Run. He’d asked her 
about working on the film and she’d given him some 
charming anecdote about her experience on set but it 
had since been lost in the folds of grey matter in Eric’s 
aging brain. 

If that interview had happened today, I would have 
a digital copy of it, Eric thought, mournfully. The scar 
on his chest began to throb. 
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Walter’s back. 

He realized he’d been sitting at the microphone for 
a long while and his producer was in the control booth 
waving her arms trying to get his attention. 

“It’s time to take another commercial break, 
bringing us closer to the end of the final episode of 
Sanford Says,” he wasn’t sure how he wanted to finish 
his throw to commercial so he just gave up. “So here 
they are.” 

He waited until the on-air sign was off before he 
removed his headphones and pushed the mic away. 

“Hey Eric, this isn’t a funeral,” his producer, Rachel, 
raced into the room immediately after the on-air light 
went out. “We have some interesting upbeat content we 
still want to give the listener.” 

“But they aren’t listening, isn’t that why we’re 
changing our format?” Rachel was silent and kind of 
pursed her lips together anxiously. 

Rachel started at the station in the late 80s. She’d 
taken oven for Eric’s old producer, Rick, who’d left the 
station for more money in a larger market. Recovering 
from Walter made it impossible for Eric to make the 
switch to Toronto with Rick but his job hosting Sanford 
Says was still waiting for him after he got out of the 
hospital once he’d healed. 

Well, mostly healed. 

His chest erupted in tight pain again. 

The technician gave Eric the warning that they 
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were about to come back from commercial break and 
Rachel stepped back into the control booth and Eric put 
his headphones back on and adjusted his microphone. 
He had one more segment before they brought on his 
final guest. 
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PPARENTLY HIS NAME WAS JIM, but Eric thought 

Ass-hat was more accurate. Jim was the lead 

singer of some hipster band; the physical 
manifestation of the end. Ass-hat looked at Eric from 
behind bleached white bangs and shutter shade glasses. 
He was wearing an oversized ascot and had one of those 
Abraham Lincoln beards. 

Inside, Eric was rolling his eyes. 

Outwardly, Eric said: “What do you hope will come 
out of this EP and your western Canadian tour? What’s 
next for Vanilla Manilla Wave?” 

Ass-hat shrugged and Eric looked at him, 
bewildered. 

“For listeners who couldn’t hear that response 


48 


JOEL GREY 


. . . Jim shrugged,” he was finding it hard not to let 
his disdain for Ass-hat bleed into his professionalism 
but the fact that this was his last show was making it 
harder to remain professional. 

“Have you been in the studio recently?” 

“Studio,” Ass-hat scoffed. “I mean, we’re not for 
production and perfectioness-“ 

Perfectioness? This time Eric outwardly rolled his 
eyes and his whole face drooped and reformed into a 
glowering stare. 

“Like, we’re for pure art, man. Like, why do we 
have to put down multi-layered tracks that like, fake 
out or fans and give them something we can’t hope to 
make sound as good live as the version we did in the 
studio? We want to give our fans the real, man. The 
real,” Ass-hat nodded and squinted his eyes as though 
he’d just spoken the most profound secret knowledge 
and those who heard him should be awestruck by his 
genius. 

“The real,” Eric repeated letting the last of his 
pretense dissolve. 

He saw Rachel gave him a cautionary look from the 
control booth. 

“Yah, like when our fans come to our concert 
they’re like, yah, that’s real. It’s not like... it’s not 
formulated, man! It’s not calculated and arithmetized, 
man. It just is,” Ass-hat gave a kind of giggle from 
behind his ridiculous shutter shades. 
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“Well .. . it’s definitely something,” Eric scoffed 
and began to push his chair away from the desk. “To 
fans out there, be our thirty-second caller and you 
get tickets to see Vanilla Manilla Wave at the Burton 
Cummings Theatre, next Saturday at 8pm.” 

Eric had already removed his headphones by the 
time he’d had to say that moronic fucking band name 
again and was already a fair distance away from the 
mic when he’d given the concert location. Some listeners 
who had to fight background noise like traffic did not 
hear the time of the concert as his faint, tinny voice 
was only steps from the sound booth exit. 

The commercial break began to play and the on-air 
light went off. 
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FTER HIS FINAL SHOW ENDED, he’d gone to his 

office to remove the last of his things. He’d 

spent most of the week transferring stuff out 
in small, manageable loads. He was only left with a few 
knickknacks and pictures still to remove. 

Eric’s office now belonged to some young dickwad 
from Toronto. Eric had met him in passing but didn’t 
bother to learn his name. 

He packed the last box into his car and debated on 
fucking off and just going home. 

There was a retirement party planned for him in 
the break room. 

Fuck that. 

He only really wanted to say goodbye to Rachel 
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anyway. She discovered him first and drunkenly 
pulled him into the break room. At first, the party was 
awkward and uncomfortable, though by the end it was 
cathartic. The drink was burning away his somber, 
cynical yin and swapping it out for an exuberant and 
uncharacteristically relaxed yang his co-workers were 
currently gawking at in disbelief. He was constantly 
being slapped on the shoulder and each interaction 
was followed by relating some version of their slurred 
disbelief that Eric was actually fun. 

“Where has this Eric been?” 

“Holy fuck, Eric. I always thought you were a prick. 
If I knew you were this fuckin’ cool I’d have made sure 
to invite you to more stuff.” 

“Eric! Youre crazy! I didn’t know you were a 
comedian. I thought that stick in your butt was wedged 
so fuckin’ far up there that not even a surgeon... uh. 
.. oh shit! The thing, the operation. Fuck. I’m so fuckin’ 
fucked. But I mean, Eric! Shit!” 

He’d grinned dopily. Oblivious to each of the 
backhandedly rude, while still wholly genuine and not at 
all mean spirited, remarks about his sober personality 
flaws. 

Eric had concluded every exchange with an 
unsteady, graceless tap of whatever drink he had in 
his hand. At one point he was between drinks and his 
unfocused, red eyes scanned his empty hands began 
firing finger guns making Eric throw his head back in 
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silent laughter. That full body, silent laugh signalled 
Eric’s laughter was genuine. His radio laugh was a 
fixed sound; more like a sound effect or a sample than 
anything else. He fabricated and meticulously refined 
the laugh for various uses on Sanford Says. Sometimes it 
was about stroking a guest’s ego or filling time through 
an awkward silence, or as a segue to another topic. As 
his inaudible laughter reached its height, his mind lit 
up in an awareness that was pursued closely behind by 
a wave of anxiety and sadness that enveloped him. The 
wave left behind blotches of oily, opaque yin. The sickly 
patches of the old Eric, the Eric his co-workers knew 
and were familiar with. Yin began to expand around 
him, blocking out the euphoric and warm yang of the 
Eric to whom they’d only just now been introduced. 

He realized that laughing in any sincere way (the 
way he had only a moment before) happened with such 
infrequency that that in itself caused anxiety. 

It took Rachel shaking him and bringing him over 
to the coffee maker to save him from being completely 
reclaimed by yin. Rachel’s intervention saw Eric 
released back into the din of intoxication. 

“You Okay?” Rachel snorted through hysterical 
laughter. “You look like you just found out your wife 
died!” 

He looked into Rachel’s droopy, intoxicated eyes 
and her question was followed by another dark wave 
of existential sadness that almost knocked Eric off 


53 


OUROBOROS - TWELVE - ERIC 


his feet. He tried to name his anxiety but it was an 
untranslatable mass of individual yet equally terrifying 
fears that assaulted him from inside that single, dark 
wave. Yang Eric finally became entombed inside the 
darkness of yin Eric; imprisoned inside the growing 
crust of bleak cynicism that imparted on him a 
disconcertingly comforting feeling of familiarity. Eric’s 
whole body shivered with an existential aversion to his 
contented pessimism as if the yang Eric was still trying 
to rip itself away from the darkness enveloping him. 

Eric’s solitary apartment-alcoholism had started 
in the late 80s. His mind, charged with throbbing and 
confused static, was slowly led to the recall of that 
awful night not long before he’d encountered Walter, 
when he’d witnessed that US treasurer kill himself on 
television. That had been the first time he’d ever seen 
someone die. 

And then came Walter, he reminded himself. 

In that moment he realized he’d split his personal 
experiences into two eras: Before Walter and After 
Walter. 

Eric pulled himself away from Walter and thrust 
himself back into the party that was continuing all 
around him while he thrashed around anxiously inside 
his mind. He slowly integrated back into the party and 
Rachel pulled him into a circle who were discussing the 
most famous person they’d had sex with. 

Throughout the night there were a lot of things 
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said about the way things were and how things were 
now and, gradually, Eric came down again. He realized 
what it was they were actually celebrating. Sanford 
Says was ending and he was being pushed out of radio 
after 32 years. 

While Eric was wading through the discouraging 
reverie inside his head, Rachel had professed her love 
to Ren, a young prick who was coming on to the station 
with the format change from Montreal. 

Something akin to jealousy gurgled up from 
inside Eric and he gritted his teeth to calm down. He 
immediately left when Rachel and Ren started eating 
each others’ faces. 

He walked out to his car but had sobered up 
enough to know that driving was a bad idea. Eric 
had taken Rachel’s enthusiasm towards Ren’s face as 
a rejection, ensuring that last bit of bright yang Eric 
would be securely locked away behind the comforting 
and familiar skin of pessimism. 

Walter reminded Eric that he was still there. 
Eric clutched the scar on his chest until the tightness 
subsided. After the feeling passed, Eric rubbed the 
raised scar through the fabric of his shirt. When he 
looked up from the sidewalk his old apartment was 
right there in front of him. Eric’s whole body stuttered 
to a stop as the building made its presence known to 
him. He wasn’t at all prepared to revisit the apartment 
building. He would actively avoid that area of town but 
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in his drunken state he had just planned to take the 
shortest route home and had forgotten it took him past 
his old apartment. 

There was a younger woman with dark eye makeup 
and a commanding presence standing in front of him on 
the sidewalk. She completely ignored Eric as he neared. 
She was glaring intently at the building. Her stare was 
angry and unnerving. 

His scar hurt. 

His head hurt. 

He’d tried to avoid making eye contact with the 
woman as he passed but the woman’s gaze never left 
the building. He tried to hum something, anything, but 
all he could think of was that stupid, unimaginative 
chorus to that god-awful Vanilla Manilla Wave single 
Rachel had forced him to play. 

<<Sabrina or Nancy. I’m Walter. He’ll be back soon. 
Stab me in the neck>> It was Walter’s voice. 

Eric stopped again. He shook his head and began to 
hum the chorus louder. 

He staggered further down the street as quickly 
as his intoxicated limbs would allow while the scar 
continued to throb. 
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VEN BEFORE HE OPENED HIS EYES, Eric knew he 

was in trouble. He was laying on the carpet with 

his head pressed up against the leg of the couch. 
The pain in his head pulsed angrily. 

The faucet in the kitchen began to run and it took 
him a moment to realize that sound wasn’t in his head. 

His eyes widened. 

He scanned his mind to see if he’d come home with 
someone. 

The faucet squeaked as the water stopped and 
then he heard footsteps down the hallway and into his 
bedroom. 

He rose and it felt like his brain were sloshing 
around inside his skull. It caused a raucous surge of 
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bright, blinding pain that ripped through the inflamed 
nerves crisscrossing in and out of his temples. His vision 
remained blurry as he wobbled over to the counter at 
the edge of the living room. He touched the familiar 
chipped and faded wood but as his vision cleared 
his gaze landed on a portrait of a woman he didn’t 
recognize. His tired sore mind launched into millions 
of conflicting scenarios. 

The last picture at the edge of the counter halted 
his meandering thoughts. He was in the picture and he 
was standing beside that women from the first photo. 

The woman he’d never met. 

They were both smiling and holding one another’s 
hand. 

Eric picked the photo up in his hands and squinted 
at it as he drew it closer. His eyes burned. He was too 
engrossed in the impossible photograph to blink. There 
was a familiarity captured there in the photo. Eric 
recognized that immediately. 

The footsteps returned, coming from the bedroom 
and out into the kitchen towards him. 

He tried to place the picture back on the counter 
but misjudged the distance by just enough that the thick 
frame slid off the table. He dopily foresaw the impact 
of the frame with his foot and whipped his whole leg 
backward but again misjudged the force he’d need. The 
momentum behind his swinging leg brought his whole 
body thudding down alongside the now cracked picture 


58 


JOEL GREY 


frame. 

“Sweetie, are you okay?” Eric heard and airy voice 
call. 

The woman from the picture frame stepped out 
from the dark hallway and into the diffused light 
streaming into the living room through the off-white 
drapes bookending the windows. 

I don’t have drapes, Eric thought from his place on 
the floor. 

The woman knelt down by Eric and lovingly 
caressed his forehead and ran her fingers through what 
was left of his hair. 

“Are you Okay, Eric?” 

“How do you know my name?” 

Her faced dropped but she quickly forced a smile to 
return and helped Eric up off the floor and to the couch. 

“Sit right here, sweetie. I’m going to give Dr. Simone 
a call,” she rose to get her phone from the other room 
and he could hear her from the hallway. 

Eric assumed she was talking to the receptionist. 

She referred to herself as Penny Sanford. 
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RIC SPENT THE NEXT COUPLE OF HOURS locked in 

his bathroom, or at least he was pretty sure it 

was his. Most of the objects neatly placed around 
the bathroom were familiar but he’d remembered they 
had been strewn about haphazardly when he’d left the 
morning of his final broadcast of Sanford Says. Now 
they were neatly organized and someone had cleaned 
the mirror. 

He realized he’d stopped breathing and sucked 
in loudly. His body stuttered with the jerky shiver as 
the oxygen entered his cells but his mind ignored the 
feeling in favour of a malevolent question that was 
sucking up all his attention. 

Had Walter finally succeeded in wrestling me away 
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into insanity? 

Eric realized how tenuous his hold on reality had 
become. He gripped at it with frail and fragile fingers 
as he swayed uneasily back and forth above the roiling 
crests of delusion and absurdity that waited below for 
his brittle, white knuckled fingers to finally set him 
loose into the oscillating waves. 

He sat, breathlessly, on the closed toilet lid while 
he thought about it. He didn’t really feel any different 
than before but that feeling of familiarity when he’d 
seen the photograph sent a sparking bolt of anxiety up 
his spine and into his throbbing head. The orders Eric’s 
brain received sent every one of his muscles into jittery 
spasms of wordless acceptance that Walter had indeed 
ripped Eric away from reality through his successful 
persistence hunting of him from Walter’s place back in 
1987. 

Maybe I am dead. Maybe I only think I got away 
from Walter and I’ve been dead this whole time. 

Eric stared, unfocused, out at the bathroom door 
but he wasn’t allowing himself the awareness of his 
physical surroundings. He was wholly enveloped in 
the colourless nothingness of existential anxiety. To 
anyone else it looked like Eric was motionless, calm, 
but inside himself he was thrashing around, high above 
the dark, malevolent swelling and retreating of crests 
and troughs. 

He stood up off the toilet lid and opened the 
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medicine cabinet. He pulled a pill bottle out and scanned 
the label to make sure they were his anti-anxiety meds, 
which they were. He popped the cap off and downed 
two of the pills; one the dose Simone prescribed and 
another for good measure. 

But then something terrifying bubbled up from 
the space inside his head he wasn’t aware existed; a 
conflicting memory. 

His reflection in the mirror frightened him. He 
looked crazed and wild. 

“Eric?” Penny’s muffled voice called to him through 
the locked bathroom door. 

There was a second toothbrush beside his in the 
cup by the sink. He stepped back and almost fell into 
the bathtub. His phone in his pocket pressed into his 
side. Reaching frantically for Simone’s number. 

“Honey?” Penny gently knocked on the bathroom 
door. 

To drown out her voice, Eric drew a bath. 

He soaked. 

He thought. 

And eventually he fell asleep. 
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E STILL COULDN’T CONCEIVE OF A WAY that he 
could possess memories of two opposing events 
in his past. 
Unless «x 
Something akin to déja vu gripped him but let 
him go just as abruptly. All the moments of theoretical 
chatter about philosophy and reality and existence 
he’d pontificated upon swelled over him. It made him 
feel like he hadn’t actually been listening to his own 
content. He’d discussed ideas and had conversations 
on Sanford Says but they had only been ideas to him. 
Now, those ideas had taken on a palpable realness that 
pressed against him with an aggressive malevolence. 
He tried to dial Simone directly after the 
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receptionist kept explaining to him that there were no 
openings that day. The call went directly to Simone’s 
voicemail. 

It had been a long while since the woman who 
called herself Penny Sanford had knocked on the door. 
The thunderous sounds of the water sloshing into the 
tub had drowned out Penny’s rhythmic tapping and 
her muffled inquiries through the bathroom door. He 
hadn’t heard anything after he woke up in the cool 
bath water. Eric wondered if she was still there or if 
she’d faded back into the nothingness she’d come from. 
The alternative memories were becoming fuzzy and 
distorted and Eric hoped that meant that they were 
disappearing entirely and things would go back to the 
way they were yesterday, the day of his last broadcast. 

Eric got out of the water and dried himself off with 
a pink towel before draining the cold bathwater. When 
he finally unlocked the bathroom door and entered the 
hallway the house was silent. He cautiously investigated 
each of the rooms to find the woman who called herself 
Penny Sanford, but she was gone. 

He tried calling Simone again. 
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IS EYES SHOT OPEN AND HIS whole body 

convulsed. The feeling snapped through his 

limbs and gradually phased into a shiver. He 
felt the hair on his body rise away from his skin. It took 
him a few seconds to accept that he was back in his 
apartment and he wasn’t immobile, wasn’t confined to 
a wheelchair in a room that felt ominously institutional, 
and that he was safely in his own bed. 

He ripped open the drawer by the side of his bed 
and groggily pawed for his dream journal. 

Before he started writing he noticed he’d already 
entered one dream from the night. Every night he had 
at least one dream journal entry. The most he’d had in 
one night was five but it could’ve been higher if he’d 
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chosen to go back to sleep. After three entries (one of 
which included a vivid reenactment of the night Walter 
scarred him) he’d opted to go into the living room and 
watch television and drink. 

The mention of Walter stirred him from his 
occasional dormancy inside Eric’s scar tissue. Attracted 
by the memories, Walter bit down on him causing 
energy to spit off white-hot sparks that fused him 
directly into that past moment. It hummed with a 
tangible power, magnitudes stronger than any sort of 
déja vu or recollection of some time degraded memory. 

He remembered the crazed eyes and Walter’s 
hollow, ethereal voice that spat out in terrified disbelief: 
“Stab me in the neck!” 

Eric wrenched his mind back from the thief inside 
his scar and focused on writing down everything he 
could remember from his second hospital dream of 
the night. He was finding it easier to remember what 
happened in the dreams and sometimes he worried that 
remembering and writing them down only exacerbated 
his anxiety but Simone said it was important to record 
them. 

The hospital dreams always started out the same 
way. He was in his room at the institution, or care 
home, or wherever it was he was being held. This time, 
the nurses were talking about him right in front of him. 
They were talking past him like he was some synthetic 
extension of the wheelchair underneath him, lacking 
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sentience or the cognizance to matter to them. 

But he was always aware. 

“I don’t know why his wife bothers keeping him 
alive,” the one nurse said. “It’s not like he ever does 
anything. It’s pretty much like he’s a human-sized paper 
weight.” 

“I mean, only his wife ever comes to visit him. 
I’m sure there’s no one else other than his wife who 
gives a shit that he’s alive,” the short nurse beside Eric’s 
wheelchair said. 

“Is it worth keeping him alive for one person who 
can’t let go? Whatever husband you had before, you 
don’t now. Personally, ’'d rather be dead than catatonic. 
If something ever happens to me where I’m like Eric,” 
she patted the armrest of his wheelchair, “just leave me 
in the woods to die.” 

When his attendant arrived, the other nurses left 
his room. On the way out, one of the nurses informed 
his attendant that they’d implemented a mandatory 
park visit for all of the patients. She became noticeably 
agitated after they told her. The other nurse tried to 
calm her down and suggested that his attendant, a 
whiny college student named Marie, just take Eric to 
her apartment which was nearby and come back after 
enough time had passed. 

When Marie wheeled Eric to her apartment he’d 
discovered that it was the same apartment he’d lived in 
when he’d met Walter. He remembered the dimensions 
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of the apartment and could almost see how he had 
decorated it back in the 80s. However, where his signed 
Van Halen poster had hung was a large white canvas 
with the word LOVE in black block letters above the 
image of a stylized heart. Where his old Galaga arcade 
machine had stood there was a thrift store couch anda 
neglected and withering potted plant. 

She sat in the living room of his old apartment 
watching television while she’d wheeled him into the 
corner where his bookshelf had once been and made 
him face the wall. 

Eric wished that had been the worst of the 
dream but then he’d heard the sounds of destruction 
swallowing the city. Marie had left him in his chair in 
her apartment after she’d frantically ran around filling 
a suitcase with clothes and other items. She’d called her 
boyfriend and they were yelling at one another about 
what was going on and the whole while Eric was still 
immobile in his chair, facing the wall. Marie turned 
the television to a news broadcast and kept swearing 
to herself and pacing as she watched. Eventually, Marie 
closed her suitcase up and just left Eric in the chair and 
closed the door behind her. 

Even as he wrote it, Eric felt something familiar. 
It was if he was remembering writing down the dream 
he was recalling as he wrote. When he finally finished 
writing he put the journal back in the drawer. 

“Turn out the light, honey,” a tired voice groaned. 
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“It’s too early.” An arm landed on Eric’s chest and his 
whole body tightened. 

The woman who called herself Penny Sanford was 
lying next to him. Her eyes still shut serenely. 

Eric was paralyzed. 
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HOW CAN I HAVE MEMORIES THAT OVERLAP?” 

Eric had ambushed Simone at the front entrance 

when he’d arrived at the office. 

Reluctantly, Simone agreed to meet with him 
before any of his other clients arrived. 

“I’m still confused,” Simone said. “Go over this 
with me again.” 

“Last night, I met Penny,” Eric said. 

“Interesting, how do you mean?” 

“What do you mean, what do I mean? I’ve never met 
Penny before last night but apparently, I have photos 
that show I have a life with her,” Eric said. 

“Eric, you and Penny have been coming to me fora 
couple years.” 
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“That’s impossible.” 

“I saw you two last week,” Simone said, raising an 
aged eyebrow. 

“No, that can’t be. I have memories. I know what 
I was doing on New Years Eve 1988,” Eric stopped, the 
whites of his eyes clearly visible around his dark brown 
eyes. “But I also remember what happened on New 
Years Eve 1988.” 

“T’m sorry. I’m not following,” Simone went back to 
chewing his pen. 

“I remember, in the single version of my life, 
I interviewed Michael J. Fox about Bright Lights, Big 
City,” Eric said. “After the interview I went to a New 
Years party with Diana Swain and some other fellow 
broadcasters. I remember getting rejected and leaving 
belligerently drunk and stumbling into a cab and then 
waking up the next day on the apartment floor still in 
my winter boots. 

“But then I also remember, in the married version 
of my life, speeding New Years Eve of 1988 with Penny 
in a shitty hotel room in Kenora. We were trying to get 
to Toronto for a New Years party with some of Penny’s 
old college friends but our car, a little red ’79 Chevette 
we’d borrowed from her brother, broke down on the 
outskirts of Kenora. Since it was New Years Eve and 
most of the rooms were already booked, we had to stay 
where there were still vacancies, which happened to bea 
horrid hotel while that was in the middle of renovating. 
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It was just an awful experience but one that Penny 
often loves to recount. Because of the renovations, the 
hotel’s cable service was disconnected but I was able to 
angle the antenna enough to get a grainy version of A 
Muppet Family Christmas broadcasting from one of the 
local stations. After that it became a tradition to watch 
it every New Years Eve. We even got the kids-“ 

Eric stopped himself again, wild eyed. The feeling of 
objective truth that existed inside these two conflicting 
memories frightened him. 

“How is it that Ican remember two distinct versions 
of past events?” 

“How long are your paralysis dreams becoming?” 
Simone asked after a long silence. 

Eric thought hard about it. 

“T think... I think they’re becoming shorter?” 

Simone stood up and grabbed a book off of his shelf. 
Eric had been staring off in muted contemplation and 
had missed the title of the book as Simone placed down 
on the table. Simone paged through the book, scanning 
with an index finger and an intense focus. 

“I think we should alter our medical regimen, 
Eric,” Simone said. 

“Is this serious?” 

“Precautionary,” Simone said and handed Eric an 
updated prescription. 
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HEN HE ARRIVED HOME, Penny was anxiously 

sitting on the couch, waiting for him. She 

smiled up at him with an expression he’d 
originally taken as pity but was realizing was actually 
concern. 

“Are you Okay, sweetie?” 

He tried to smile back at her but was still unnerved 
and apprehensive. 

Penny followed him to the bathroom as the pill 
bottle he’d picked up on the way home took the place of 
the old one in the medicine cabinet. He flushed the old 
medication like Simone had told him to. 

As he exited the bathroom, Penny gave Eric a wide 
berth. She silently followed him back to the living room 
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and gently sat beside him when he took a seat on the 
couch. 

At first, Eric was scared but with his new, alternate 
memories he saw the happiness they’d shared together 
in their youth and were still sharing and he smiled. 
When Eric compared the two versions of his life he still 
wasn’t sure which timeline he preferred. 

Penny continued to look at him with loving concern 
until Eric reached out for her hand and held it, tenderly. 

He felt the weight of her hand in his and then his 
scar burned sharply but also didn’t. He realized that 
he had alternate memories where he’d never been hurt 
by Walter. Instead, he’d been camping with Penny in 
Nutimik. 

“Tell me more about us,” Eric smiled. 
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ENNY HAD TAKEN OUT A PHOTO ALBUM from their 

storage closet and they were paging through it 

together while laying in bed. Eric stared down at 
the picture underneath Penny’s index finger. 

The photographs were square with rounded edges 
and seemed to have a muted colour to them. He couldn’t 
believe how young they both looked. Eric had a full, 
thick beard, mop-like hair, and a brown and tan t-shirt. 
He was standing in their kitchen at their old house 
in Selkirk. He remembered the horrible wallpaper in 
the kitchen: flowery, 70s paisley pattern with stylized 
petals of browns, blacks, and oranges. 

“This was the morning we were going to go out to 
the cabin, right?” Eric smiled. 
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She turned the page over for him and there they 
were at the cabin. He was shirtless with a construction 
hard hat, hammering down the shingles for the then 
unfinished cabin. In the picture, Penny was on the 
ground, squinting up at him from behind a curved 
hand that was shielding her eyes from the Sun. She 
was wearing yellow short shorts and a red and white 
striped tube top. 

“When was the last time we went to the cabin?” He 
asked. “We still go every summer.” 

As she said it, the memory clicked back into his 
head. He remembered the sensations of being at the 
cabin. He remembered conversations he’d never had, 
but somehow had. 

He turned the page. 

“Do we ever still camp out in Nutimik?” Eric started 
to ask but couldn’t ignore the television. 

<<-other and father and their eight-year-old 
son were killed in a house fire that police say was 
intentionally set->> 

<<This afternoon’s audacious daylight homicide 
makes a total of five separate slayings in as many days. 
Nella Cooper has more on the chilling details.>> 

<<Thanks Bryan. I’m here on Wellington Crescent 
at what is left of a home where Police say a fire was 
intentionally set while the family slept. The front 
and back doors were secured with metal chains and 
padlocks but officials say the family died in their sleep 
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from smoke inhalation. So far police have no leads and- 
2 

Eric looked up at the television screen long enough 
to see the smoke floating up from the embers of what 
had once been a house. 

“Remember this?” Penny smiled, but Eric was 
thinking about the family in the fire. 

<<Little is known after today’s bizarre and brazen 
daylight homicide leaves large sections of the downtown 
area in lockdown tonight. Police say that the victim 
was bludgeoned to death with a wrench just after the 5 
o’clock hour today. The incident occurred on the corner of 
Smith and York in full view of onlookers. An eyewitness 
even managed to capture video of the assailant on their 
smart phone. We want to warn viewers that while some 
details of this clip have been censored, it still contains 
content that may be disturbing to some viewers.>> 

Eric saw the shaky video of a man mercilessly 
bludgeoning a man in a suit with a wrench. Most of 
the action was blurred behind a nearly opaque circle 
but every few frames Eric could make out with clarity 
the image of a bloodied wrench and the red gore cast 
off from each sickening strike. The footage shot up 
and down nauseatingly quickly and he was finding it 
hard to focus on exactly what was happening. At the 
end of the clip, despite being obstructed by the blurry 
circle, the victim lay motionless, draining blood onto 
the sidewalk. 
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<<I didn’t believe it was actually happening>> A 
witness on the television began to explain. <<None of 
us could do anything. I mean, we were just. . . shocked 
... 1 mean, what do you do? There’s this guy braining 
another guy with a wrench and then stops and takes a 
picture before running off? Who does that? What could 
we do?>> 
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E SAT UP. 
The news was still on, casting shifting bands 
of colours that slapped against the bed. Penny 
must not have turned off the television before she’d 
fallen asleep. 
<<Network of hitmen>> He turned the television 
up. 
<<ewspaper was given the dump of information 
exposing a national network called the Auto Club. The 
information brings a little more context to the events 
of this violent weekend. Three of the five dead from 
this weekend’s homicides were named as high ranking 
members of the Auto Club. RCMP have yet to release a 
stateme->> 
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Eric turned off the television. 

As he got out of bed, he saw that Penny wasn’t 
there. Her corner of the bed was still neatly tucked in. 

“Penny?” He called into the darkness of the hallway. 

Eric checked the living room on his way to the 
kitchen. He felt the most horrible sensation and 
collapsed into tears as he realized what it was. The 
tears blurred his vision as he mourned the memories 
of his new past as they disappeared. He couldn’t know 
which of his memories had dissolved. It just felt like 
something was missing. 

Something. 

But which something? 

He raced to the medicine cabinet and threw the 
medication into the toilet and flushed them down 
before collapsing in a sobbing heap against the tub. 
He could barely breathe. He collected himself enough 
to think of a desperate solution. Eric sprinted back to 
the bedroom and tore the journal from the dresser and 
began to write. 
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emember. 
REMEMBER! 
The writing became more and more frantic and 
frenzied the further into the journal he read. 
He hadn’t stopped crying. 
The stories scrawled madly inside the dream 
journal were now only words. Midway through the 
journal was written: 


IT'S GONE, | CAN'T REMEMBER ANYMORE, IT'S ALL GONE, 
After that, there was nothing except where his 
tears had fallen as wet, amorphous shapes that began 


burrowing into the blank pages beneath. 
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The doorbell rang and for a moment he thought 
it might be Penny but, when he looked through the 
keyhole, it was instead a 20-something woman he didn’t 
recognize. He was about to return to his bedroom when 
he heard the woman’s muffled voice. She started to tell 
him that her name was Sabrina. 

But then paused like she was unsure and then old 
him her name was Nancy. 
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C C I’M BEING CONFRONTED BY A DISCOURAGING and 
uncomfortable realization more and more often 
when I scroll down through the posts, links, and 

photos that populate the various news-feeds on the 
platforms through which I consume social media. It hit 
me really hard a couple days ago. That content shapes 
how I view events in my life. This is what I think is going 
on. What, then, is actually real and what is fabricated 
by propaganda? And almost all of it is purposefully 
negative, discouraging, and depressing.” 

Alex Sunderland used most of his time with Dr. 
Simone to perform freestyle rants he’d composed and 
rehearsed beforehand in his mind. It was a kind of 
existential ‘best of’ taken from his tangential musings 
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and compiled during the span of time between visits. 
Sometimes the insights were extracted from mp3s of 
recorded conversations he’d had with his friend Seth who 
always carried around an audio device to immortalize 
any drug infused ontological epiphanies that would’ve 
been forgotten the next morning otherwise. Seth was 
very anxious about forgetting profound thoughts and 
ran the device all the time. He had entire memory cards 
filled with an obscene amount of audio files. He’d started 
warning people that he was recording them after one 
of his dealer friends discovered it and thought he was 
trying to incriminate him. The dealer had worriedly 
tried to erase the recording and decried being taped. 
He claimed that it was political infringement. After 
that night, Seth started calling it the PID. 

The Political Infringement Device. 

A lot of what Alex and Seth had gone back to listen 
to were not nearly as profound as they figured it had 
been initially. Sometimes though, Alex was able to 
recall forgotten stoned ramblings that made him glad 
the ideas were backed up somewhere other than his 
scattered mind. 

This session’s rant had specifically benefited from 
listening back to a much less articulate discussion 
about technology influencing perception through social 


media: 
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“It shapes how I feel and it shapes how I treat others 
and how I make them feel. I’m still figuring this all out 
and working through it but I feel like I’m only just barely 
treading through this stream of consciousness to take 
in its meaning. All the while waves of information keep 
slapping me under. Each wave brings greater clarity, 
mind you. Each time the next one crashes over me the 
landsca-“ 

“You’re being too philosophical,’ Dr. Simone 
interrupted Alex halfway through his piece. 

Alex shuddered. 

“At some point you have to just accept that this is 
the world that we live in. You need to be more practical,” 
Simone said. 

Simone wrote another prescription for Prozac and 
Ritalin and passed it over to Alex who folded it neatly 
and placed it in his wallet. 

Alex tried to get back into the piece a little closer 
to the central point of his whole rant. “I just feel like 
I’m ill-suited for success in the context of the machine.” 

“The machine?” 

He realized that Simone would often just repeat 
his last word but form it like a question. 

Alex sighed. 

He was finding it hard not to see Simone as a wildly 
exaggerated caricature of what a hack screenwriter 
might imagine a shrink was. They sat in silence for a 
few moments and Alex just stared at the sheen of saliva 
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that dribbled down the shaft of the pen in Simone’s 
mouth. Alex figured that if Simone was qualified to be 
a shrink, so was he. The only reason he really came to 
Simone was for the his ADHD medication and his anti- 
depressants. 
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LEX CLOSED HIS DREAM JOURNAL. His skin was 
sweaty and he felt sickly. He set the journal in 
its spot on the tall, thin table beside his bed 
and rose, throwing the covers off himself. He swung 
his feet over the edge of the bed, facing the alarm clock. 
3:12am 
His heart was thudding around in his chest as 
images of his nightmares assaulted his memory. He 
tried to remind himself that they were only dreams 
as he entered the hallway and stepped into the light 
from the kitchen to get a glass of water. One of the long 
cylinder bulbs was burnt out but the blue light still 
stung his eyes and he squinted as he pulled a glass from 
clean side of the sink. 
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He let the water run and stared out to a place 
beyond the sink with unfocused eyes; thinking. 

The smoke woman is trying to delete me. 

His roommates Nathan Levy and Laura Jackson 
were sitting in the dark of the living room watching the 
Empire Strikes Back with the subtitles on. They must’ve 
heard Alex because they paused the movie and turned 
to watch him pour his glass of water. 

“Hey Sleepy McSleeperson,” Nathan said at a pitch 
that was a few octaves higher than usual with an added 
sing-song quality to it. 

Alex had to laugh. 

“Come watch Star Wars with us,” Laura suggested. 

Alex sighed. 

“T have to work in a few hours.” 

Nathan scoffed playfully. “Fuck work.” 

“Oh god, I wish. I should really go back to sleep,” 
Alex started back down the hallway but Nathan raised 
his voice to coax him back. 

“Come get high with us and watch Vader cut Luke’s 
hand off,” Nathan pulled his hand into his sleeve and 
Laura took the role of Vader. 

“No. I am your father,’ Laura even added the 
imitation air compression. 

Alex didn’t want to still be high when he left for 
work in a few hours but he realized he’d rather be high 
than dream so he sat down on the couch. Nathan filled 
a bowl for the group and started passing it around 
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between them. Alex felt the warm, dissociative calm 
take him. He closed his eyes and gradually felt a buzzing 
growing inside him, almost humming. 

Alex smiled. 

Ten minutes into the movie Alex was beginning 
to feel anxious about just how high he was feeling. 
Realizing how few hours he had left before he’d have 
to get ready and leave for work caused his anxiety to 
spike even higher. His fists were balled up and his jaw 
was tight. 

Memories of his nightmare reached into his head 
again and shook him violently. 

He jerked his eyes open and darted his eyes around 
the room to ground himself. 

He saw Nathan wasn’t watching the movie either. 
He had his eyes closed and his head rested against the 
couch and was grooving his head to an imaginary beat 
Alex couldn’t hear. 

Laura, however, was highly engrossed in the film 
and watching her, Alex quickly became wholly immersed 
also. But instead of the story, Alex was projecting 
himself onto the film set. He imagined himself as part 
of the production on set and it was giving him an eerie 
feeling of dislocation. 

It was 1979 and the icy walls of the underground 
base of Hoth were glaringly artificial. Fog machines 
and massive lighting rigs lurked just off camera to aid 
the aesthetic ambience of the scene. 
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Alex pulled himself from his meandering thoughts 
to ponder the rationalization behind Harrison Ford’s 
aggressive acting choices. 

“Ford’s delivery is weird,” Alex said. 

“What?” Nathan opened his eyes and flapped his 
head around, trying to get his bearings. “What? What 
was that?” 

Alex was suddenly aware that he could feel the 
tickle of the blue light reaching out to him from the 
kitchen. His whole body vibrated, blending cringing 
with shivering together. After a few seconds, Alex 
gathered enough courage to look behind him, back into 
the kitchen. A shiver, that eventually phased into a 
tingle that spread out from his spine. The tingle grew 
into a sensation of buzzing energy that exited his body 
and grew into invisible wings that stretched up towards 
the ceiling. 

“Do you see them?” Alex said. Laura giggled. 

“See what?” 

“My beautiful wings!” Alex said as though he was 
shocked Laura couldn’t see them. 

“Youw’re so fucking high,” Nathan laughed. 

Alex grew silent as he remembered he only had a 
few hours before work and his mind exploded sending 
anxious shrapnel comprised of all the horrible possible 
outcomes that could become reality for him because of 
his past choices. 

There was silence for a moment and then the John 


94 


JOEL GREY 


Williams soundtrack rose to fill the void and that too 
made Alex shiver. 
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LEX’S SHIFT ENDED AT 3PM and he was high not 

long after he returned home. Around 7, the 

phone rang and Alex rushed to see who it was. 
The caller ID on the cordless phone lit up, displaying 
Mia’s number. 

He wasn’t going to answer it. Not because he didn’t 
want to talk to Mia. He did. He just didn’t want to talk to 
her while he was high. She didn’t know that he smoked 
weed, or at least he assumed she didn’t. He’d never told 
her. He didn’t want her to look down on him. 

She was a wonderful, successful person getting a 
law degree and he didn’t want to give her an excuse to 
realize what trash he was or a reason to stop hanging 
out with him. He’d call her later when he came down. 
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The phone stopped ringing and Alex went back to 
the TV. 

Alex spent most of the night staring at the television 
with little perception of what he was actually viewing. 
His mind was floating off into the nothingness of 
sparking electricity in his brain. One thought would 
start and another would interject with equal urgency, 
which he’d chase after until that one was interrupted 
consistently by a memory of a dream. 

Something about a Puppet Shaman. 

Something important in any case. Then he 
wondered that since there are sesame seeds, what 
the fuck a sesame was and why he didn’t know what 
it looked like. He thought about checking it online but 
didn’t want to get up from the couch. 

Nathan was starting to light up another bowl. He 
took in a long drag and then passed it over to Alex. 

“What do you want to watch?” Nathan asked. 

Alex’s eyes widened as he remembered the 1968 
version of Planet of the Apes. He’d seen it so many times 
over his twenty-some years and it had been on his wall 
of staff picks when he’d worked at a video store back in 
High School. Nathan seemed just as excited and loaded 
another bowl while Alex got the DVD ready. The movie 
started and immediately Alex was feeling overwhelmed 
with the sounds. 

He loved that. 

Alex was putting himself in the place of someone 
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from 1968 and feeling how weird and otherworldly 
it would have sounded to someone of that era. This 
score was a dark, experimental masterpiece. Alex 
gasped when Charlton Heston’s character, Taylor, was 
shown his fellow astronaut, stuffed and preserved in 
a museum, even though he knew it was coming. When 
the film finished they continued to listen to the credits 
just to hear more of the score. 

“I have an early morning again tomorrow so I’m 
going to bed,” Alex said and Nathan nodded before 
starting to load himself another bowl. 

“You work so fucking early,” Nathan shook his 
head. 

Alex moaned and walked back to his room. 
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LEX REALIZED HE HADN’T CALLED Mia back yet 

and so he did on his 10am break. She wanted 

to get together with him later that day. He said 
he’d wait around after his shift until she arrived. Alex 
always brought along random books to read during 
breaks so it wasn’t as though he’d be bored waiting for 
her. 

The rest of his shift had been fairly uneventful 
and after work ended he went to sit down and read. 
Lately he’d been chewing through books on philosophy 
and perception. He found he had been concentrating 
on western existentialist philosophers too much so 
recently he was digesting texts on Zoroastrianism. 

Alex’s had to keep going back and re-reading the 
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same passages again and again because his mind kept 
sparking off in tangential musings. His eyes would still 
move but his brain wasn’t attaching any meaning to the 
word he was rotely scanning. 

It took Mia coming into the cafe to pull him out of 
his introspective stupor. 

“How are you doing?” Alex asked her as he moved 
his books and journals off the extra chair and motioned 
for her to sit down. 

“Not bad,” Mia smiled. “It’s been forever.” 

“I know,” Alex said knowing how many times he’d 
cancelled plans last minute because he still felt high or 
was anxious that she’d would be able to smell it on him 
even after he’d come down. 

He thought of asking her to hang out at the 
apartment but he was afraid of turning her off by 
the state of the place; not to mention all the drug 
paraphernalia. 

“It has been forever. What have you been up to?” 

“Oh, you know,” Mia said. “Watching summer die. 
Getting ready for university to start again.” 

Alex nodded. 

He didn’t know why he nodded. He felt stupid for 
not being able to afford to go back to school but there 
was no way that he realistically could. He was barely 
making enough money to survive even while sharing 
an apartment with Nathan. There would never be any 
money left over to put away for tuition or books. Some 
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regrettable financial choices had seen him file for 
bankruptcy earlier that year. 

Mia was saying something and Alex realized he’d 
zoned out. He quickly tried to focus back into the sound 
of her voice. It took him awhile to make sense of what 
she was saying. 

“-an be pretty hard, but I’m glad that I’ve had a 
relatively easy summer. Except for work,” Mia said. 

“What’s going on at work?” Alex asked, hoping 
that she hadn’t already told him and he’d be caught not 
paying attention. 

“Oh, it’s just that ... I feel unappreciated for what 
I do and everyone seems to be getting ahead but me. I 
don’t think the managers like me,” Mia said. 

“I’m sure they do,” he assured her, gently stroking 
her arm, and then realized what he was doing and tried 
to discreetly pull his hand back without looking like 
an idiot. “You’re a great worker and a very friendly, 
positive person. What’s not to like?” 

“Thanks,” Mia smiled. “I appreciate that.” 

Unfortunately, in catching up, Alex learned that 
Mia was still dating that guy, Tate, though he rarely saw 
him in the photos she’d post. In her hundreds of photos 
on social media, Tate was in maybe a dozen or so. Alex 
wondered if they were really that serious or if he hada 
chance with her if he were to ever say something. 

Apm came around and Mia excused herself to go 
off to some other thing else she had planned. 
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As she stood up to leave he gently reached for her 
wrist and asked: “Would you be free later on tonight?” 
She smiled. “I’m free after 7.” 
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FTER ALEX WALKED HOME, he started to 
frantically clean the apartment. There were 
pizza boxes everywhere and a couple pairs of 
underwear that were probably Nathan’s. Alex didn’t 
recognize them as being any of his and they definitely 
weren’t Laura’s. He started dusting. He couldn’t believe 
how dirty the apartment was. The whole entertainment 
system was infused with a dull grey of dust. When he 
wiped it away, he stared at the gleaming stained wood 
underneath and marvelled at the contrast between the 
two surfaces. 
I should really clean more often, Alex considered. 
He worked for almost two hours, which gave him 
less than an hour to make supper before Mia arrived. 


103 


OUROBOROS - TWELVE - ALEX 


He knew exactly what dish he’d make. Alex messaged 
Nathan as soon as he’d gotten home to let him know 
that he needed the apartment for a date. Nathan said 
he’d stay out with Laura until later that night. 

He managed to get everything finished with just 
under fifteen minutes before Mia was expected to show 
up. His heart was kicking at his ribs and he turned on 
some music to try and defuse some of his anxiety. 

He looked at his watch and then at the meal he’d 
prepared and then at the door and then back to his 
watch. 

After Mia left, Alex slowly gathered up a load of the 
fragmented chunks of what had once been the protective 
barrier separating his naive optimism from the cold 
exterior world. Mia’s rejection saw its pink, soft flesh 
exposed to the sickly air. The inflamed skin that held 
in the last of Alex’s love (or the closest thing to love 
Alex felt he was still capable of) began throbbing and 
pulling taut as the coarse, stinging air scratched past. 

Alex sighed and texted Nathan to let him know how 
disastrously the night had gone and that he and Laura 
could come back home. Nathan let him know of a party 
happening in Seth’s apartment a few floors down from 
them. They were planning on going for around 11. Alex 
reluctantly agreed to join them but said he was going 
to nap a bit first. 

He went back to his room to get a few hours of 
sleep. 
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<<I love you>> He cringed at the playback of his 
own voice in his mind. 

<<Aw!>> Mia’s voice stung even as electricity in 
his brain. 

Her voice still floated around inside his head as 
he lay against the pillow. He had no idea someone had 
been watching the whole pathetic dance from outside 
Alex’s window. 
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HEY SAT IN A CIRCLE IN SETH’S APARTMENT. There 

were eight of them. Aside from Nathan, Laura, 

and Seth, Alex didn’t recognize anyone. There 
was another group of eight people watching sports 
and doing shots in the other room. Earlier, Alex had 
gone through the living room to get to the washroom 
and saw three guys in stained Winnipeg Blue Bombers 
jerseys wrestling. As he passed he couldn’t tell if it was 
friendly or aggressive but he’d reached the bathroom 
before he’d found out. 

Beside him, Nathan was loading the new bong Seth 
had purchased with his first paycheque now that he’d 
started dealing weed. Alex had gotten most of his weed 
from Seth back when he’d been growing a few plants. 
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Recently though, Seth had started dealing for someone 
else with a lot more product and more varieties. It used 
to be that Alex would just get whatever strain Seth 
was growing but now Seth was bringing by sativas and 
indicas and hybrids. 

They all contributed a little bit of weed into the 
massive bowl of Seth’s new bong. One of the girls, a 
striking brunette with dark, exotic looking eyes said she 
thought she had some hash. Between the moment the 
sound of her voice triggered a faint tingle of importance 
and that of his brain ordering the muscles in his neck to 
turn to face the voice, the déja vu overpowered him. He 
felt himself shudder again. His chest was tight with the 
memories of the moment he was still experiencing. He 
realized he was aware that he was aware he was seeing 
that moment again. 

The woman reached into her backpack. Alex’s frantic 
eyes were darting around the room and happened to 
stop at a box of condoms beneath the metal teeth of the 
zipper. It looked like her backpack also contained a glass 
pipe, something that looked like a whip, and a copy of 
the newest issue of Rolling Stone magazine. Abruptly, 
she silenced the bag, binding its mouth together with 
a sound that Alex found beautifully percussive. Alex 
couldn’t help but wonder what else was in there. She 
sprinkled some hash over top of the bowl and they all 
took turns taking huge hits. 

Seth turned on some trippy music he’d been 
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collecting and dimmed the lights. He’d just installed a 
dimmer switch on that same paycheque he’d purchased 
his new bong. 

Colourful lasers shot out from a rotating machine 
that Seth had placed in the centre of the room. It cast 
off a feeling of inertia. The beams were so pretty amid 
the roiling clouds of smoke. Some of the beams looked 
so solid that Alex wanted to reach out and clasp them 
in his hand. 

For a moment it looked like the silhouette of a 
woman was standing in the smoke. It felt as though the 
silhouette was staring at him. 

“Hi,” the girl who’d added hash to the bowl was 
sitting next to him. Closer up, he felt that there was 
definitely something about her he remembered. At least 
that’s how it felt. He was considering whether it could 
be love-at-first-sight and maybe that’s why he felt that 
way but the cynic in him was averse to that idea. 

A word popped into his head. 

Faith. 

Though it only sat there for the briefest of moments 
before the women chuckled sweetly and repeated: “Hi.” 

He stammered out a clumsy response: “Hi. ’m 
Grey.” 

Of course it was a lie. He didn’t know why he lied. 
It happened so naturally. He felt like it just dribbled 
out. 

“That’s an intriguing name,” the woman said. 
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Alex became worried that she knew he was full of 
shit. She didn’t seem deterred; the opposite actually. 

“I’m Emerald,” she smiled and presented her hand, 
which Alex shook eagerly. 

Alex was suddenly anxious that he was appearing 
too eager. 

“We’re both colours,” Alex laughed. “How do you 
know, Seth?” 

“I don’t really,” she said but didn’t elaborate and 
Alex assumed that meant he shouldn’t push any harder. 

He felt his whole head beginning to dissolve into 
fragmentary tangents. 

No! No! Focus! 

“What...uh... what does you... do?” He ended 
it like a question and he made a face like he knew that 
was incorrect and Emerald smiled. 

Alex looked up and to the left, almost like he was 
trying to chastise his own brain. 

“What do you do?” He tried again. 

“About what?” She leaned in closer. 

Alex laughed, nervously. 

“Hey!” Alex turned his head to see Nathan on the 
other side of the room, flagging him over. 

When he looked back at Emerald she was gone. He 
started to scan around for her but Nathan called to him 
again, gesturing for him to hurry over. They listened 
to Seth’s playlist together and Alex closed his eyes to 
better experience the sound. 
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Then, Rain Song by Led Zeppelin started to play. 

“Yes,” Alex smiled. 

“IT love Led Zeppelin,” Emerald said. 

“Jimmy Page is a god,” Alex said. “The music is so . 

. so...” Alex was searching for an intelligent synonym 
for powerful. 

“Powerful?” Emerald said, smiling. 

“Hey, yah, exactly.” 

“I know what you mean,” she slid a little closer to 
him. 

He noticed her hand was almost touching his. He 
could feel the energy her body emitted and it was warm 
against his skin. There was a charged crackling in the 
space between their hands. To Alex, it felt like it was 
pulling his hand closer to hers; enticing him to occupy 
the same space. 

The people around him began to stand up and leave 
the room. 

“Where are we going?” Alex started to stand up 
and Nathan just shrugged as he followed the group into 
the hallway. 

Emerald shrugged and they rose to join the 
group. The final destination turned out to be a park 
near the apartment building. The group took up space 
on the jungle gym. Nathan and Laura were going up 
and down the slide and being entirely too loud. Alex 
was worried that they’d get busted by the police for 
public intoxication; although that might have been the 
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paranoia of the weed kicking in. 

“Did you want to go on the seesaw with me?” 
Emerald pointed over to the other end of the small park. 

“Sure,” Alex got up unsteadily, and sort of wobbled 
over to the seesaws. 

His legs felt oddly numb, yet he could still feel the 
wind against them. The cold air seemed to cut its way 
through the fabric of his pants and nip at his skin. He 
shook one leg in a futile effort to dislodge the wind’s 
teeth from his skin but then realized how ridiculous 
that thought pattern was and he walked embarrassedly 
the rest of the way to the seesaws. 

Alex got on his side, Emerald on hers, and they 
began seesawing. 

“So what do you do?” Emerald asked him. 

“I’m a contract killer,” he said it and again the 
speed and effortlessness of his response unnerved him. 

His anxiety lit up with a litany of negative 
possibilities for reactions Emerald could have to his 
response. He sort of choked, which turned into a cough. 

“Interesting,” she smiled. “So they sent you after 
me did they?” 

“Well, I could forget that I saw you here,” Alex 
smirked. 

“Well, I know contract killers,” she said flatly. “And 
they don’t do anything for free. What would you want 
in return?” 

“Mewtwo could totally kick Mew’s ass.” 
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Alex heard a loud voice bellow from the jungle gym. 

“Are they taking about Pokemon?” Emerald asked 
and got off the seesaw. Something in her expression 
was distant and it was making him uncomfortable. 
The feeling was followed closely after by an awareness 
of some existential importance crackling about that 
particular moment. He felt the significance of it as if it 
were some new being, completely real and physical. It 
floated in the air, only waiting to be named and sorted 
and analyzed. He was witness to the creation of a new 
being. 

Abiogenesis. 

A shiver shot through him. 

A word ignited in his head and then blew off into 
grainy dots that dispersed among the unintelligible 
static of his mind before he could grasp it. 

Emerald dazedly walked back to the others and 
Alex followed. “Are you guys talking about Pokemon?” 
Alex asked as they neared. 

Emerald was still silently staring with unfocused 
eyes in a way that Alex recognized and wanted to 
alleviate her from. 

“Yah,” a gothic girl said dismissively, taking a drag 
from her cigarette. 

“There’s no way Mew could beat Mewtwo. Mewtwo 
was genetically engineered to be superior to Mew.” 

“You haven’t seen the movie?” Another voice said. 

“Gengar could beat Mewtwo,” Nathan joined the 
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discussion. “At least mine could. I fucking love my 
Gengar. 

“As if you guys are talking about Pokemon,” Alex 
feigned rolling his eyes. 

Had Emerald not been there, he’d have been 
contributing about how much he loved his Red Gyrados. 

“How ‘bout you, Alex?” Nathan turned to him. 
“What Pokemon would you say was your primary?” 

Alex looked over at Emerald who still had that 
uncomfortable, distant gaze he was all too familiar 
with. 

“My primary was Rapidash,” the blonde with the 
dreads and the chest tattoo started the discussion back 
up again. 

Alex had turned his head to follow the volley of 
conversation and when he looked back, Emerald was 
next to him. She grabbed his hand and he felt a visceral 
crack of electricity surge through him. 

He shivered. 

She pulled him back over to the seesaws, but this 
time she waited for him to sit down and then set herself 
down on his lap. She wrapped her arms around his 
neck, staring into his eyes. 

He was trying to disguise his rapid, ragged gasps 
for air as his heart thudded in his chest. The sound of 
blood rushing through his head was nearly deafening. 

“If I kissed you, would you let me live?” She 
whispered and leaned in closer. 
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“T don’t know,” Alex said, trying to swallow the large 
lump in his throat. “It had better be some phenomenal 
kiss.” 

Her lips pressed against his and the ecstatic feeling 
of it ripped through him. He wrapped his arms around 
her and pulled her closer. 

Things progressed so fast that he couldn’t recall 
how they’d ended up back at his place. Alex distractedly 
fiddled with the keys to the apartment while she attacked 
his face; darting her smooth, wet tongue in and out of 
his mouth. She snaked her arms around his back and 
he had the faint sensation, only for a split second, that 
there was a boa constrictor slithering around his torso; 
readying itself to squeeze the breath out of him. 

Alex opened his eyes and saw that of course there 
was no boa constrictor and that they were still in the 
hallway. He looked over at the keyhole and concentrated 
(as much as one can concentrate with someone’s tongue 
in their mouth) on unlocking the apartment. 

He heard the lock turn over and the momentum 
behind their entwined bodies swung the door open and 
they spilled into the apartment. Alex blindly swatted 
for the light switch. 

“This your place?” She asked as she somehow 
managed to remove her shoes and her coat while still 
ravaging Alex’s face. 

“T live here with Nathan and his girl friend Laura is 
oft-“ Emerald put a finger to his lips and shushed him. 
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She started to kiss his neck and she asked: “Which 
room is yours?” 

Wordlessly he lead their combined forms to the 
hallway that snaked deeper into the apartment and 
split off between the bathroom and Alex’s bedroom. 

They landed together on his bed. She pulled away 
slightly but just enough to resume kissing his neck. 
She licked along his jawline and finally began sucking 
on his earlobe. The wet feel of her tongue flicking 
against the sensitive skin made his whole body erupt 
in goosebumps. 

She stopped just long enough to say: “So are you 
going to fuck me or should I call a cab?” 
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IS EYES OPENED AND HE TURNED onto his side. 
9:19am 
Alex wondered if the whole night had just been 
some wonderful dream, but it had all felt so real. He 
remembered the way she tasted and the feel of being 
inside her. He exhaled and felt his body relax further. 
He felt like his mattress was sucking him into itself. 
He realized he was still pretty high from those massive 
rips off Seth’s new bong. 
Alex rolled over to face the other side of the bed 
and his smile imploded in on itself. 
Emerald’s side was empty. The covers were neatly 
tucked back into the mattress and her backpack with 
the whip, the hash, and Rolling Stone that she had 
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dropped at the bedroom door was no longer there. 

He caught himself wondering if he wasn’t being a 
pussy and the cynical part of him was screaming at 
how he was being a sentimental sap and should just be 
excited that he’d gotten to have sex. 

He got up and walked to the front door but it was 
locked, which made him wonder if she wasn’t just in the 
bathroom. When he went to check she wasn’t there. He 
wondered if she’d seen Nathan and he’d let her out and 
locked behind her but then gave up in an exasperated 
sigh as he realized he was thinking way too much for it 
being so early. He had to be at work at 11am and decided 
to focus instead on getting ready for work. 

He began making himself breakfast, which really 
involved looking through the fridge and concluding that 
there was nothing he wanted and deciding on stopping 
through McDonald’s on the way to work. 
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LET’S ORDER PIZZAS,” Nathan said. “My treat.” 
Nathan had seen Alex’s expression the moment 
he arrived home. 
Laura leapt over to the computer. 

“Let’s watch something really trippy,” Laura said 
excitedly. “Oh, we should see what Seth is doing!” 

She picked up Nathan’s phone and at first Alex 
was amazed at the speed with which she dialled Seth’s 
number but really they did have enough practice calling 
that number. But then caught himself wondering why 
they didn’t have some kind of speed dial set up for 
Seth’s number and then why they didn’t just go to the 
recent call tabs and pressing Seth’s num- 

“I found this amazing documentary on the biggest 
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things in space. It’11 blow your mind,” Laura interrupted 
Alex’s downward spiralling thoughts and pulled him 
back to the group. 

“We didn’t get to see you after the jungle gym,” 
Nathan said, slapping Alex on the shoulder that 
completed his integration back into the current moment. 

“Yah, we... uh,” Alex started but Laura squealed. 

“I saw you going back to the apartment with that 
cute brunette with the hash,” Laura cooed. 

“Nice,” Nathan nodded his head. 

“Okay, so Seth didn’t answer his phone but right 
after I hung up he sent this text message saying he’ll 
be right up. So Nathan call in the Quarter Order,” Laura 
said. 

One night, after a particularly long and confusing 
effort at ordering for the whole group, the four of them 
had come up with numerous preset order that they’d 
all agreed with for the various restaurants they liked 
to order food from. Whenever it was the four of them 
they could just say a restaurant and they’d just need to 
consult the binder of Quarter Orders. 

Neither Nathan nor Laura were pushing for any 
more information about his night with Emerald. They 
instead talked about some of the new tracks from Laura’s 
Discover Weekly Spotify playlist. They listened to some 
of them through Laura’s smart phone while they waited 
for Seth to arrive. Earlier, Nathan had rolled a joint and 
so Alex was pulling from it as he loaded a pipe and had 
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a weird feeling like smart phones shouldn’t be a thing; 
yet. He caught himself wondering how he had a phone 
at all. He clearly remembered being denied a flip-phone 
because of his bad credit. The two conflicting memories 
attacked one another and he was trying to decide how 
one could be more real than the other if both felt real. 

“Biggest things in space, huh?” Alex was thinking 
as his fingers were stuffing weed into the bowl. 

“Yah, I mean, scientists are always looking smaller 
and smaller, right? Molecules, DNA, atoms, subatomic 
particles but ... yah, bigger. I mean we know the solar 
system is in the milky way galaxy and that there are 
galaxy clusters and up and up and so on and so on until 
we hit the edge of the universe so what’s beyond the 
edge of the universe?” 

“We can’t really see the whole universe because 
we’re blinded by background microwave radiation from 
the Big Bang. Until we can see through the microwave 
radiation this is the extent of our universe. Unless there 
is nothing beyond the microwave radiation and that is 
the extent of our universe,” Nathan said. 

“What shape is the universe though? Do we know 
that? Like how would we know that? Where is the 
centre?” Laura asked. 

“What if our universe is only one cell?” Alex 
inquired. 

“That’s not an original idea at all, Alex,” Nathan 
laughed and took his joint back from Alex who then 
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began sparking up a newly loaded pipe. 

“What if we’re all just a cell inside a larger 
organism?” Alex sat up excitedly. 

“Oh shit! What if there are smaller universes in 
each of our cells?” Laura chimed in. 

“No, I mean like us. Like humanity. What if every 
human is one node in a larger organism called humanity. 
What if we’re supposed to be one?” 

“Supposed to be one,” Nathan scoffed. “SJW Alex.” 

“What? No. Like how we’re all just extensions of 
one organism. Like if my body is the central being but 
my fingers carry out my orders and allow me to interact 
with the world. But what if my fingers were independent 
of my body but I could still move them around but 
because they were separate they were convinced that 
they were the ones controlling themselves,” Alex said. 

“Oh, so Spirit Science Alex,” Nathan laughed. 

“Black holes really fascinate me,” Laura said to 
Alex. “I wonder if Black Holes are portals to space 
outside the universe. What if we are contained in a 
kind of shell and the Black Holes are like our doorway 
to the outside.” 

“Aren’t you destroyed when you enter a Black 
Hole?” Nathan asked. 

“How would anyone know that? They’re just 
speculating,” Alex said. 

“Well, I mean, speculating with science and 
physics,” Nathan said. 
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“Sure, okay, what if you are technically destroyed 
when you enter a Black Hole in order to pass through 
it, but what if you’re reconstructed on the other side? I 
mean, when you send things by fax you have a physical 
document which is then digitized, broken down into 
information, sent to a recipient and then the document 
is reconstructed on the other side in another physical 
document,” Laura said. 

“Woah, there are empty casks of us on the other 
side of a Black Hole waiting for us to fax ourselves 
over?” Nathan said in a tone that sounded more snarky 
than he probably intended. 

“What’s with you being all Negative Nancy tonight?” 
Laura said. 

“Sorry, I don’t mean to be.” 

He’d finished the joint and was rolling himself 
another. 

“T’m just really high and chronically skeptical.” 

“You’re sure it’s not the other way around?” Laura 
teased. 

“That was a good one,” Nathan chuckled. “Ill give 
you that. Solid.” 

“I wonder what would be on the other side if we 


” 


could get there,” Alex pondered. “Maybe all of the 
physics would be different and organisms that breathed 
silicon instead of oxygen or something like that,” Laura 
said. 


There was a knock at the door that made everyone 
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jump and Alex first thought it might be the pizza but 
remembered they’d have to be buzzed in and that it was 
in fact Seth. Nathan let him in and he joined Alex on the 
couch. Alex handed him a newly loaded pipe. 

“You’re missing an epic conversation about the 
possibility of our universe being a single cell in a larger 
organism,” Laura said. 

Seth mimed cheering after he stopped pulling on 
the pipe and held the smoke in his lungs. 

“Yah, like what if we’re part of some interstellar 
fish,” Seth started to say after he’d exhaled. “What if 
there’s something even bigger than this interstellar 
fish, one cell of which contains our entire universe, 
and eats our fish? Would we be digested along with the 
millions of other cells in the fish?” 

“What if that’s already happening and the state of 
our civilization and larger reality are a direct result of 
the entropy of being digested?” 

No one said anything until a few minutes later 
when the intercom buzzed. That time it was the pizza 
delivery person. 

When Nathan brought up the pizzas and drinks, 
they all took plates and sat together around the living 
room table and watched an episode of South Park. 
They were re-watching the whole series now that Seth 
had begun collecting the series on Blu-ray. They were 
halfway through the third season. 

They continued to pass around various forms of 
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weed. At one point there were two pipes rotating around 
the circle along with one of Nathan’s joints and a fancy 
tobacco pipe that Seth had just bought but had filled it 
with Taipei Temple. Three episodes in and each of them 
were staring out with unfocused eyes, contemplating 
the charged bolts of non-sequential thoughts that 
shot about the moist surface of their brains. Each of 
the friends had begun at the same point when they 
started South Park but from there they skipped from 
point to point, idea to idea, in disjointed and seemingly 
unrelated paths. Alex wasn’t consciously aware of his 
eating, but he’d already had four pieces. It wasn’t really 
like a train of thought but more like he was riding some 
kind of bull that thrashed his whole being around from 
one thought to another trying to whip Alex off its back. 
Alex was holding on to the rope at the bull’s neck with 
a white knuckled grip as it swung him around from 
thought to thought. The bull began to calm itself and 
the information encoded in the crackling electricity 
that buzzed around inside his head overwhelmed it 
with wonder and reverence. 

“It makes me think,” Alex started quietly and Laura 
paused the episode of South Park to let him continue. 
“It makes me think of how unimportant my problems 
are and how they’re not really actually problems but 
delusions of self-importance that distract me from the 
awareness of reality’s interconnectedness.” 

“Alex had a bad day,” Nathan said jokingly to Seth 
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and Laura threw a few of the aptly named pillows on 
the couch at him. 

“I mean, not that J personally feel unimportant, 
but I wonder sometimes if the idea of homo sapiens’ 
superiority comes because we are each subjectively 
experiencing our own lives. I wonder if that somehow 
makes us believe we are more important than other 
organisms we share a planet with. Is itnatural selection? 
Is it just survival of the fittest and we’re just excellent 
specimens that have transcended the parameters that 
other organism have been held to and we’ve reached a 
state of superiority through technology, innovation, or 
creativity? Or is it a selfish, short-sighted rationalization 
for perpetuating an unsustainable system that benefits 
from the destruction of lesser organisms that we as 
homo sapiens feel entitled to exploit under the banner 
of civilization,” Alex said. 

“What Alex said,” Nathan smirked. 

“I think that’s why humans don’t like to admit 
they’re animals,” Laura said. “Think about it. Why do 
we try so hard to remove our animalness? My Adolescent 
Psych professor had a theory about this. Although, 
I’m not sure if he came up with it but whatever. Our 
hair removal is part of the drive to look younger. As 
society changed what it preferred in a mate, the most 
attractive features become that of individuals who had 
characteristics that were youthful or even prepubescent. 
That’s why women make themselves look like twelve 
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year olds by removing hair or getting surgery to stay 
perky. Before the 18th Century this was unheard of, but 
that’s mainly due to the fact that as the 19th Century 
came on we started changing many social values that 
meant men and women became much closer in age over 
time. This essentially caused a break in our evolutionary 
mating strategy; where it had been fit men in their late 
twenties to early thirties what were marrying thirteen 
to fifteen year old women. The only way older women 
could maintain that evolutionary attraction was by 
appearing younger. And so we have makeup, body hair 
removal, and plastic surgery.” 

“Bare beaver was helped along by porno in the 
90s,” Nathan said. “I hear, anyway.” He added jokingly. 

“It’s interesting how human sexuality has had so 
many fluctuations over the course of history. I mean, 
in terms of what a mate looks for in a partner,” Laura 
said. “I also wonder if that’s why we, as one of the 
great apes, have less hair than our great ape brethren. 
Women may have sexually selected out the instance 
where their offspring would have more hair. After homo 
sapiens adapted sweating as a means of temperature 
regulation, hair became superfluous. I also think it’s 
interesting that now men are being targeted with the 
anti-hair propaganda.” 

“Except if the hair is on the guy’s head,” Seth 
pointed out. 

He knew Seth wasn’t referring to him but Alex was 
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suddenly hyper-aware of his own receding hairline. It 
was only very slight but he was still in his early 20s. Alex 
knew the gene for baldness is passed down maternally 
so he was resigned to being bald by his mid 30s. 

“Then, they make men feel like they lack some kind 
of masculine energy if they lose their hair,” Alex said. 

“And people tease guys who shave their legs or 
their chest if they have really thick hair,” Nathan said. 

“Yah, humans are just trash,” Seth shook his head 
before taking another hit from his re-purposed tobacco 
pipe. “We’re masterful at being shitty to one another.” 

“This social aversion to body hair is totally linked 
with our distaste to any acknowledgment of our animal 
roots. Society places human beings as separate from the 
animal kingdom; unique and conveniently superior,” 
Laura said. 

Alex loved how Laura spoke. She was so eloquent. 
He was always amazed how weed didn’t seem to dull 
her wittiness or limit her clarity while expressing her 
thoughts. 

“Or maybe it’s just marketing,” Nathan said. 

“Yah, True. Companies need to sell us a product 
that they are manufacturing so they create a need in 
our culture that will perpetuate the consumption of 
that product. ‘Oh gross, your legs are hairy’. But hey, 
they have this metal and plastic product that they just 
happen to be selling for money that removes body hair. I 
mean, it grows back, but you can keep purchasing more 
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of our product to make sure you can keep removing 
that gross, nasty body hair,” Seth said. 

“Yah, even though it grows back and regrows, and 
regrows and you're always having to keep buying more 
disposable razors, or annoying expensive replacement 
razor cartridges every few weeks,” Nathan scoffed and 
took another bite of his pizza. 

Seth stared out, looking about ready to swing a leg 
up on the bull fro another non- linear ride through his 
brain but Alex started talking and pulled him back into 
the conversation. 

“I long for a day when we cast off this yolk of 
artificial and unnecessary augmentation and just accept 
each other without any desire to shape them into our 
concept of what being looks like,” Alex said. “It makes 
me think, how many of our jobs are about the creation 
of materials for an impermanent aesthetically standard 
that continues to alter as it bounces through human 
history depending on who has the power to create those 
standards? Who is it that forces us to believe we must 
conform to this intangible and illusory, and often times 
entirely unrealistic, standard?” 

His friends nodded their agreement through puffed 
cheeks filled with clumps of partially masticated pizza. 

“We should always look for who benefits from these 
implanted insecurities. These culturally enforced ideas 
of what is and isn’t a deficit are constructed to convince 
us that there are things about the way that we naturally 
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are in our normal and unaltered state of being that are 
somehow repulsive and undesirable,” Alex said. 

“Again, it just so happens that they have a product 
for sale that solves that problem,” Laura laughed. “If 
we think about what we need, like really need: food, 
shelter, human interaction, medicine and healthcare, 
art, science. Where does plastic surgery or liposuction 
or laser hair removal or all of these more peripheral 
and superficial services comes into play? What if we all 
worked together to farm locally to feed your immediate 
community? That ends world hunger. What if we all 
worked together to build the infrastructure our local 
community needs? After all, we’re just homo sapiens 
and the idea of nationalism and this ‘us’ and ‘them’ 
paradigm based on where you happened to be born on 
Earth is so asinine and weird.” 

“What if instead of teaching children the standard 
imperialist, western exceptionalism curriculum in 
schools, we taught people how to be benevolent and 
healthy human beings?” Alex wondered. “As it is now, 
school is just a factory that gets kids ready to join the 
work force and not so much about really educating 
people. Which is why humanities courses are the 
first ones to be defunded when there are budget cuts. 
Capitalism just needs a yearly influx of new worker 
drones to feed the machine.” 

“Schools don’t actually teach kids about how to be 
human and actually suck the desire to learn from them 
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instead,” Seth said. “How many of us actually read the 
books we were assigned? How many topics that could 
be interesting but are presented as dry and boring by 
educators who are often just following the mandated 
curriculum written by people pushing a political and 
corporate agenda?” 

“So we teach humans how to live like positive 
human being and instill in them a love of learning and 
reverence for knowledge,” Laura said. “Then we have 
growth of knowledge as a united group and once the 
humans have graduated from human school they can 
specialize and go into their trade but to me it doesn’t 
make sense that we try to churn out identical copies 
of human beings when we all learn so differently yet 
our success or failure is measure through the prism of 
Capitalism,” 

“Human school helps with literacy, empathy, 
rationality, and happiness,” Alex said. “How awesome 
would it be pursue a trade that you were totally 
passionate about? Is this completely unrealistic? Am 
I missing some massive kink in my logic that ’m not 
seeing?” 

“Alex,” Seth laughed. “I think we just solved all of 
the world’s problems.” 

They all giggled. 

“Too bad I won’t remember this tomorrow,” Alex 
smirked and took another bite of pizza. 

Seth leaned forward and tapped the PID. 
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LEX SAT UP IN BED AND A HORRIBLE WAVE of déja 

vu flooded over him but as the feeling reached 

its height, he realized that it was only because 
of the routine. 

He’d go to sleep, have terrible dreams, and wake up 
groggily and sit up, get high, have a shower, get high, go 
to work, get high, go to sleep, have terrible dreams, and 
wake up groggily and sit up... 

Trent Reznor is right, Alex thought. It’s the routine. 

Alex dragged himself dazedly into the living 
room and once again, they were all out in front of the 
television. 

“Morning,” Alex yawned and saw that Nathan and 
Laura were smoking up and he went down to sit with 
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them. 

He had the day off of work and had planned on 
sleeping in but now that he was up he had no desire to 
get back and possibly face more nightmares. 

Alex took the end space beside Nathan and Laura 
on the couch and Seth was sprawled out on the beanbag 
chair. The television was on but no one was really 
watching. Seth was on his phone and Laura was on her 
laptop while Nathan was reading Alex’s copy of The 
Third Chimpanzee by Jared Diamond. 

“Wanna go do something?” Seth said, putting away 
his phone. 

“Like what?” Laura asked, not looking up from her 
laptop. “Whens the last time you were at the casino?” 
Seth asked. 

“I’ve never been to a casino,” Alex said. “Unless you 
count watching CSI or old 80s gangster movies.” 

“T do not,” Seth laughed. “Okay, so then the casino?” 

Nathan and Laura both kind of shrugged 
noncommnittally. 

“Yah, I’m broke,” Alex reminded Seth. 

“T’m sure you have enough for the penny slots,” Seth 
coaxed. “Anyway, that’s not the reason you go. It’s the 
atmosphere, the sounds, everything... it’s awesome. 
Right, Nathan?” 

Nathan just shrugged again, not looking up from 
his book. 

“Does that mean you’re not coming?” Alex asked. 


132 


JOEL GREY 


“Yah, ’m not really a gambling person,” Nathan 
answered. 

Seth’s whole body sagged in an overly exaggerated 
way that made Alex giggle. 

“Were you not listening to what I just said? It’s 
about the experience,” Seth said. 

Nathan put the book down and looked over at his 
friends. 

“Yah, I guess I could use a day out,” Nathan 
admitted. 

“Awesome, let’s go!” Seth sprang up excitedly from 
the beanbag chair and walked towards the door. 
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S THEY DROVE ACROSS THE CITY, Alex realized 

how rarely he ever left the house aside from 

going to work. It rather frightened him. Alex 
realized that he only ever hung out with Nathan, Laura, 
and Seth. Sometimes he’d get together with Mia for 
coffee but after the way she reacted the other night 
he figured he wasn’t going to be hearing from her for 
awhile. 

It was overcast and the dark clouds had been 
spitting down on them since they crossed over the 
bridge. The rain usually made Alex happy but today he 
was just grey. 

They finally reached the casino and pulled into the 
massive parking lot. It was 10:30am on a weekday and 
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the parking lot was dotted with cars. They ran in the 
thick rain from Seth’s car into the casino but they were 
soaked by the time they got halfway across the parking 
lot. 

As they entered the lobby, Alex was assaulted by a 
wall of stimulation that rushed at him. All the sounds 
and flashing lights created a haunting symphony of 
manifested sorrow and crippled dreams. The music 
from all of the different machines sung out together to 
make one meta-melody that hurt his head. 

Alex began hearing a loud voice that roared over the 
horridly beautiful chaos of the slot machine symphony. 

“G-54.” 

Alex looked around trying to find the source of the 
voice. He turned to Seth who was walking a few steps 
ahead of him and he seemed not to notice the voice, or 
maybe he just wasn’t as bothered by it as Alex was. 

“N-44.” 

Alex kept scanning the rows of VLTs for the source 
of the voice. It was incredibly loud and Alex felt as 
though the voice must be that of some kind of deity. He 
wondered if it wasn’t it was some kind of code. 

“Do you hear that?” Alex said to Nathan, who was 
walking behind him. “What is that?” 

“You're so fucked right now,” Nathan exhaled a 
shrill giggle that gave away how stoned he was. 

Alex was silent, as Nathan’s mentioning how high 
he was made him realize how high he was. Whatever 
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they were smoking on the way over had been so fantastic 
that Alex made a mental note to ask Seth where he’d 
acquired it. However, seconds after he thought he’d filed 
the reminder away, it blew off into the nothingness of 
electricity in his brain. 

An old woman to Alex’s left stood up abruptly and 
he sort of flinched. “Bingo!” 

Alex’s whole body slumped an_ exaggerated 
realization of just how high he was and Nathan laughed 
his shrill giggle again in solidarity. 

“You’re going to want to see this,” Seth said from 
in front of them. 

“What?” Alex inquired but Seth didn’t answer. 
Instead, Seth picked up speed and Alex had to job to 
keep up. 

“Game 3 is now closed,” the loud voice blasted 
again over the symphony of the machines. 

As he followed Seth, Alex began to feel the most 
worrisome sensation. In that moment he felt as though 
his soul was being pulled out through his eyes as he 
watched the people around him wander aimlessly from 
machine to machine, hoping their luck would change. 

It was then that Alex noticed it. A single note. A 
high-pitched, droning tone that floated up over the 
raging din of the other machines. It was unnervingly 
peaceful noise like some angelic choir singing out in 
unison. His surroundings kicked in viciously and Alex 
noticed everything at once: the fake palm trees, the 
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painted ceiling made to look like a sky. He felt like he 
was outside and he shivered. 

“This way,” Seth called to him. 

Alex hadn’t realized how far ahead of him Seth had 
gotten. Nathan had somehow passed Alex without him 
knowing and was walking briskly beside Seth. Alex 
quickly moved to catch up. 

The two ahead of him both stopped and Seth turned 
to call to Alex. “This,” Seth made a grand gesture. 

They were standing in a tunnel that connected 
two areas of the casino but the ceiling above them was 
transparent and filled with multi-coloured fish that 
swam above them. 

Alex felt like he was under water and had a sudden 
jolt of fear about drowning before he reminded himself 
he was really high. 

Someone gruffly cleared their throat behind Alex 
and he turned to see an elderly woman hunched over a 
walker, glaring at him. She made an annoyed motion 
for him to step aside and she hobbled past with a sour 
expression. 

There was movement out of the corner of his eye 
and he turned to see a woman with a handful of long, 
snake-like strings of something Alex couldn’t identify. It 
seemed like some supernatural substance, as if it had an 
aura around it. The aura dimmed slightly and he found 
himself mesmerized by the movements of the woman 
in the tank. Her light red hair floated gently around her 
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head in the still water; hovering weightlessly. She had 
such graceful movements and Alex was drawn in, lost 
to everything else happening around him. 

“Check this out.” 

Both Seth and Nathan had already moved out of 
the tunnel and were standing just beyond the mouth of 
it. He only noticed them after Nathan whistled at him. 
He reluctantly tore himself away from observing the 
woman in the SCUBA suit and followed his friends to 
the next room. The room was painted to look like they 
were outside some place tropical. There were white 
clouds airbrushed over the blue paint that covered the 
metal and drywall that made up the ceiling and was 
meant to be a sky. 

“This is cool,” Nathan said. 

“Right?” Seth nodded along with Nathan’s 
enthusiasm. 

“What are you doing here?” 

Alex moved to face the voice and saw Emerald. 

He stammered out the first few syllables of a 
response and then took a few seconds to prepare himself 
and finally said: “I could ask you the same thing.” 

He realized as he was doing it that he was smiling 
in a way he thought would come off needy and tried to 
shake it from his face, but then considered that would 
only made him look spacey and jittery and stopped mid- 
shake. Though now, he didn’t know what to do with his 
hands and so he started patting his sides. Eventually 
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his hands found one another behind his back but the 
thought of military connotations made the pose feel 
awkward and he brought his hands to his sides again, 
unsure of where to move them next. 

She came up and hugged him. 

The last time I saw you I was licking your asshole 
and you were moaning my name. Now you’re hugging 
me like a friend you haven’t seen in a few days? Alex 
squinted in confusion and a sharp ping of anxiety shot 
up him and worried that he’d made an awkward face 
while thinking about licking her asshole but he was 
realized he was still hugging her and she was facing 
away from him. 

“What’s new?” Alex said after pulling out of the 
hug when he felt they’d been hugging for an appropriate 
amount of time. 

She just shrugged with an expression he couldn’t 
read. 

“So what brings you here this morning?” Emerald 
said after a prolonged silence. 

“I needed to get out of the house,” Alex sighed. “My 
friends Nathan and Seth suggested we come here.” 

“You win big yet?” She asked. 

“Nah, just got here. Haven’t played anything yet,” 
Alex said, trying not to look as high as he felt. “You?” 

Emerald shook her head, but Alex also noticed she 
was shooting her eyes around the room calculatingly, 
which he interpreted as her looking for an escape route. 
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“No,” she said finally. “I ended up winning $20 but 
lost it all again right away. So I’m actually down some 
$50 dollars and change. But that’s life. Sometimes it 
kicks you in the face,” she said. 

Alex laughed uneasily. 

There was silence for a moment until Alex stored 
up the courage to say: “Why did you leave the other 
night? Without waking me, I mean.” 

“Aw,” she tilted her head in the same way Mia had 
and it made him shudder. 

He didn’t know how to take her response and tried 
to rephrase the question: “Did I do something that made 
you want to leave right away?” 

“No, of course you didn’t,” she said gently. 

“Cause I don’t just sleep with anybody,” Alex 
said. “I really felt a connection with yo-“ Alex stopped 
himself as he viscerally felt how needy and pathetic he 
was sounding. 

“Listen. You’re attractive. I was horny. I slept with 
you.” 

“Oh,” Alex said. 

“It doesn’t mean it wasn’t amazing. And it doesn’t 
mean it can’t happen again. Let’s just not make this 
something it’s not okay.” 

“Okay,” Alex said and was smiling again but brought 
it under control. 

Their eyes met and, to Alex, it felt like a sudden 
brilliant flash ignited to connect their two souls. He felt 
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that he was understood and that he understood her. 

Abruptly she disconnected her gaze from his and 
stared off into the sea of slot machines worriedly. 

“Listen, Pve got to go,” Emerald said. “But I promise 
I’ll see you soon.” 

Alex was about to point out that she didn’t have 
his phone number nor he her’s but she disappeared in a 
passing herd of pensioners. 

“Hey,” Nathan appeared next to Alex. “What were 
you doing?” 

“I was just talking to Emerald,” Alex said, looking 
off down the aisle where she’d disappeared. 

“Who?” Seth asked coming up behind them. 

“Emerald,” Alex repeated and was about to explain 
but then that seemed too daunting a task and he just let 
the natural silence that followed swallow them alive 
until Seth suggested they try the Alien VLT next to the 
Batman Returns VLT. 
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ONE OF THEM WON ANYTHING SUBSTANTIAL. 

Alex played until he was out of the initial 

money he’d brought with him. Something had 
happened downtown while they’d been at the casino 
and the police were rerouting traffic. Alex closed his 
eyes through most of it, hoping the police wouldn’t see 
how red his eyes were. 

After they arrived back at the apartment, they took 
turns playing Metal Gear Solid 2 before Alex finally 
retired to his room at around 9:30pm. 

Alex lay down on the bed and put in one of his 
relaxation CDs. He loved just closing his eyes and 
painting an entirely new world in his imagination 
as the sounds and ambient melodies of waterfalls, 
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summer rainstorms, and mountain rivers trickled out 
his headphones and caressed his eardrums. 

He imagined himself walking along the cobblestone 
trail that ran along the shallow stream, which floated 
down from the Chi-Nan Temple at the top of the 
mountain near his old apartment in Lotus Hill back 
when he’d briefly lived in Taiwan. 

In his mind, he crossed the stream on an antique 
looking stone bridge and moved to the other side where 
a stairwell of moss covered stone steps lead upward 
before disappearing behind the bend in the path. The 
dense trees blotted out the sun above him and the leaves 
around him swayed gently in the slight imaginary 
breeze. 

He took the steps one at a time, taking in the 
memory of beauty that had surrounded him then and 
was trying to recreate now. He could almost smell the 
petrichor of the underbrush and the crisp, clean smell 
of the river that slid quietly below him. 

Alex kept walking up the stairs that snaked all the 
way up the mountain ending at the Chi-Nan Temple 
at its peak. He passed a few rest areas that dotted 
the path up the mountain. The semi-circle rest areas 
were surrounded by white painted stone barricades 
protecting travellers from falling off the mountain 
path. The higher Alex climbed the path, the stronger 
he could imagine the scent of incense and the sound of 
paper streamers hanging off of the kiosks of joss paper 
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vendors that rustled in the wind. 

He remembered how the steps had gradually 
changed from aged, cracked stone pieces with weeds 
and grass poking out around them into uniform, stable 
slabs of concrete that had more recently been laid 
down. Past the concrete, the path began to become more 
ornately decorated with paper banners and hanging 
lanterns. He remembered that rush of pungent incense 
as he’d entered the temple and the whole experience of 
it wafted over him. 

He felt his body shudder. 

He was slowly being pulled from of his imagination 
and he could feel himself laying in his bed back in 
Winnipeg. 

Alex concentrated with renewed intensity on those 
last few steps through the gate and into Chi-Nan Temple. 

Through the main chamber and out into the 
courtyard, Alex could see the skyline of Taipei stretched 
out in front of him. He saw Taipei 101 bathed in the city 
smog, broken slightly by mounds of green mountains 
that dotted the sprawling metropolis. 

There was a loud knocking that jolted Alex out of 
his memories. 

<<Grey>> 

Alex heard a muffled voice that went along with 
the knocking. 

He opened his eyes to the noise and saw Emerald 
was standing outside his window, tapping on the glass. 
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He raced to the window and unlocked it and slid it open 
for her. 

“How did you get up to the fifth floor?” 

“I’m stealthy,” she smiled. 

“What are you doing?” Alex asked. 

“You,” Emerald jumped onto the bed and attacked 
his face. 

Her tongue forced its way past his lips and into his 
mouth. It kind of tickled and he had to keep himself 
from laughing. She was ripping at his clothes trying to 
get them off and he was fumbling to help her. 


145 


T WAS THE SOUND OF THUNDER slapping against 

his head that woke him. The rain outside his open 

window roared ominously. He looked over at the 
clock. 

3:12am 

Emerald. 

The covers on her side of the bed were splayed out 
wildly but she wasn’t among the folds in the sheets. 
There was muffled sobbing coming from somewhere 
within the darkness of his room and his whole body 
tightened. The sound was swallowed up momentarily by 
another raucous thud and crackling recoil of lightning 
that echoed through the black sky. The crying returned 
again and by that time his eyes had adjusted enough to 
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the dark that he could see Emerald sitting in the corner 
of the room, hugging her knees. 

“Emerald?” 

His saw his voice jerk her out of her thoughts. “Are 
you alright?” 

She sniffled. “It’s okay. It’s my problem. I’ll deal 
with it.” 

Alex noticed the detachedness in her eyes and he 
wanted to reach out and pull her to him. He wanted to 
stroke her hair, hold her, and make her feel safe and 
loved. The silence that followed, and the tension that 
was tethered to it, pulled Alex up and off the bed and 
stood him beside it. He didn’t know what to do with his 
hands so he kind of swayed them a bit. He was about 
to say something, anything, but he didn’t know what 
it would be and it came out as a kind of cough. He sat 
back down on the bed, embarrassed. 

“IT... Ihave a confession,” he stammered, finally. 

“Oh?” She looked up at him and eventually came to 
sit beside him on his bed. 

Alex could see the long lines of glossy tears that 
formed dark, zigzagging rivers down her cheeks. 

“My name’s not really Grey,” he said, turning away 
from her. 

“It isn’t?” Her subdued smile gave away that she 
wasn’t at all surprised. 

“My name is Alex Sunderland.” 

The silence returned, cloaking the room in a 
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palpable mist of anxiety that Alex could feel against his 
skin. 

Reluctantly she told him her name. 

Her real name. 

“It’s very nice to meet you,” Alex said, putting his 
hand out to shake her hand. 

She hesitated before grasping his hand and shaking 
just before erupting into tears. They phased into 
laughing for a little bit and she was shaking her head 
until her tears overtook her again. Alex hugged her 
and she hugged back so tightly he felt her fingernails 
dig into his naked skin where she held him like he was 
about to be ripped away. 

She released her grip suddenly and Alex instantly 
felt the change. Something the was different. There 
was a relaxedness to her and a kind of haunting fluidity 
as she uncurled her arms from around his neck and sat 
back up and looked at him. Her eyes were glowing a 
cool white and it made him hold his breath. 

Faith. 

Something about her shift wasn’t as terrifying as 
he realized it should’ve been to him. Rather, it almost 
felt familiar and soothing. The naked woman in his 
bedroom had changed into a radiant version of herself; 
one that seemed happier and at peace. She was smiling 
in a way Alex somehow recognized. 

“Don’t settle for someone who doesn’t get you. 
Don’t mind after someone who doesn’t want to be with 
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you,” she spoke and Alex knew it was her voice but he 
didn’t feel like the words were hers. She continued to 
speak as she stared at him with glowing eyes: “but 
most importantly: be the person you want to be with. 
Every seven years the cells in your body are completely 
different from the ones that existed at the beginning 
of those seven years. Cells die and new ones take their 
place. Technically, you are a completely different human 
being every seven years.” 

“So if you live to be eighty-four you’ll actually be 
twelve different human beings,” Alex stared back into 
her glowing eyes. “I’m mid-way through my fourth 
self?” 

“That gives you a lot of time to be the best fourth 
self you can be, Alex,” she said. “Because at the end of 
the seven years, your body, as you know it now, will 
have cycled through all of the cells that had once made 
you four and you will become five.” 

Alex saw her attention being pulled toward the 
clock by his bed. The glow faded and she return to 
looking sad and lost. 

“What?” She stared at him with wide, hysterical 
eyes. “Oh shit!” 

She leapt from the bed and rushed around the 
room frantically gathering up her scattered clothes. 
She’d already slid open the windward had a foot outside 
when Alex realized what she was doing. 

“You can leave out the front door if you want,” he 
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said, gently touching her arm. She laughed and shook 
her head. 

“Yah, I guess I can.” 

He walked her to the door and then handed her an 
umbrella, wordlessly. 

She nodded a silent thank you back to him and Alex 
watched her walk down the hallway to the elevator and 
didn’t turn away until after the doors had closed. 
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LEX HAD STAYED AWAKE THAT NIGHT thinking. 
After Emerald had left, he’d sat himself down 
on the couch and just pondered. Nathan woke 
up at around 10am to find Alex sitting in the muted 
light of morning that peeked in through the blinds. 
“What if we only think we have a soul because we 
have memories?” Alex turned to look at Nathan as he 
entered the living room. 
Nathan rubbed his tired eyes. “Okay, I think it’s a 
little too early in the morning for that.” 
“Oh, I think it’s going to be one of those mornings.” 
“Well then, let me get the bong,” Nathan’s tired 
face rose into groggy smile as he disappeared into his 
room. 
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In his absence, Alex realized that he was hungry 
and went to the fridge to see what was available. Once 
again, he came up empty. There was an opened bag of 
salt and vinegar chips on the counter so he settled for 
that. 

Nathan reentered the room with his favourite bong. 

It sounded like Nathan had already been formulating 
responses while he was in the other room getting his 
bong and smoking up. Nathan expelled a thick cloud of 
smoke before saying: “I mean, we remember that I did 
this in the past so there must be a kind of continuing I, 
right?” 

“I don’t know,” Alex took the bong from Nathan 
and set it on the coffee table. “I don’t think there’s a 
continual self. I am not the Alex I used to be and I’m 
not the Alex I’m going to be in five years. Hell, I won’t 
be the same person this time next year. Everything’s 
always changing and we’re always adapting with it. So 
what part of me, stays me?” 

Nathan motioned for Alex to take another hit 
before returning the pipe to Nathan who was propped 
up against a bar stool by the kitchen island. 

“Then what about murderers?” Nathan said. 

“Jesus, straight to there, eh? Boom! Murder,” Alex 
coughed into his sleeve as he passed the pipe back to 
Nathan. 

“Well, are you going to say that they’re not guilty 
of crimes that they commited earlier?” 
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Alex scrunched his face up and Nathan imagined 
that Alex’s brain was sucking his face into itself in 
order to get extra power somehow. 

Nathan chuckled. 

Alex had been silent for quite awhile before 
hesitantly responding. 

“I think . . . that people are still responsible for 
what they did but that they have opportunities now in 
the present to not repeat those actions,” Alex looked up 
at Nathan as though he knew the objectively correct 
answer. 

“Don’t look at me,” Nathan laughed. “This is your 
thought experiment.” 

Alex took a handful of chips from the bag and felt 
the greasy sheen on this fingers and imaged what it 
would look like in his stomach; slimy clumps of partially 
masticated mush dissolving in sickly stomach acid. 

He dropped the chips back into the bag and closed 
it off. 

“You know what, I should eat healthier,” Alex thrust 
both his fists defiantly down into the couch and Nathan 
burst out laughing. 

“I’m serious.” 

“No, no. I believe you, that was just a cute little 
thing you just did there,” Nathan giggled. 

“IT will eat healthier,” Alex said, standing up from 
the couch. “’m going to. I’m going to start drinking 
more water and cut down on pop.” 


153 


OUROBOROS - TWELVE - ALEX 


“I give it two weeks,” Nathan laughed. “You like 
pop and fast food too much. And there’s nothing wrong 
with that. It tastes fucking great!” 

“I should give up smoking so much weed too,” Alex 
said. 

“What? Why? What happened last night? You 
disappeared with that girl and ... does she want you to 
change a bunch of shit?” 

“No, no,” Alex shook his head. “Nothing like that. 
No that won’t be a... problem. I just think if I treat 
weed like a treat or a special rewar-“ 

“T give that a day,” Nathan scoffed. “This afternoon. 
You will be high this afternoon. We both will. And 
Laura will be too. And Seth will probably come by also. 
There’s nothing wrong with getting high. I just got high 
and I wanna get high again.” 

They both laughed. 

Alex finally stopped standing in the living room 
and moved to the front door. 

“Well, ’m going to start with getting healthier 
groceries,” he said. 

“Right now?” Nathan frowned. 

“Why not?” 

Nathan gave him a dopey double thumbs up. 

“Do it, my healthy friend.” 
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LEX STEPPED INTO THE HALLWAY and almost 
knocked over the man in the wheelchair and a 
young woman, he assumed was his daughter. 

“Sorry, I didn’t see you,” Alex apologized. 

The man in the wheelchair stared off, detachedly. 

“It’s okay,” the woman laughed. “He can’t hear 
us. Catatonic.” She slapped the wheelchair and Alex 
tightened. “Dead weight.” 

Alex just stared at her, squinting while trying to 
think of a response but the woman didn’t wait for one. 
She pushed the chair up to the elevator. She sighed and 
took out her phone and ignored the man in her care. 

Alex was focused on the catatonic man’s unblinking 
eyes. There was a kind of detached recognition inside 
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them that sparked a shudder that reached up Alex’s 
spine and shook his shoulders and his neck as it exited 
out the top of his head. A wave of déja took him and his 
knees became weak. He almost toppled to the floor but 
braced himself against the closed elevator door. 

He knew this man somehow. 

He was sure of it. 

The elevator doors opened and Alex jerked himself 
into an awkward standing position. 

“Come on, Eric,” the woman said exasperatedly 
before pushing the chair into the elevator. 

The more Alex stared at the catatonic man, the 
more he was dreading the elevator ride down. 

He decided to take the stairs instead. 
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E WAS NEVER LATE AND SHE was terrified. 

She’d called his cell and it went straight to his 

sombre voice telling her to leave a message. 
She swore and flung her phone onto the passenger’s 
side floor mat. She’d parked a couple blocks away from 
the location. She’d waited about twenty minutes before 
she left the vehicle and started down the street. 

Gwen always disliked the Exchange District. She’d 
had a few bad experiences that had coloured her view 
of the area and no matter how much time had passed it 
still made her skin crawl to walk below the Beaux Art 
and Chicago-style architecture. 

Her hands were shaking and she scrunched them 
into fists and placed them into the pockets of her jacket. 
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The blood was sloshing angrily around in her ears and 
her mind played out dark scenarios explaining Thomas’ 
absence. She began to feel lightheaded and an acrid, 
metallic taste attacked the insides of her jaws as the 
bile began crawling up her throat. 

She swallowed and tried to think of positive 
reasons why Thomas hadn’t yet returned but couldn’t 
think of a single one. 

When she’d found them, it had taken everything 
inside her not to scream out in the most desperate and 
manic way but Thomas had taught her how to control 
urges like that. No one had come upon the scene yet 
and that meant she had some time to look everything 
over. Her mind buzzed with images of blood and stray, 
grey brain matter and she shook her head to try to clear 
them away. 

She wanted to rush Thomas’ still form and hug 
him and punch him and scream at him. As the wave 
of conflicting emotions reached it height, Gwen leaned 
against the brick wall and puked. The sour taste 
slithered over her taste buds and the metallic stinging 
returned to the sides of her jaw. She spit into the dirt 
before looking back at her fiancé. 

You stupid fuck. 

Tears were raging down her cheeks. 

We didn’t need the fucking money! 

She didn’t know how this could’ve happened but 
then the direction of the blood spatter told her. Her eyes 
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widened as she turned to face the entrance of the alley. 
It was facing a Chicago-style building with a rusted fire 
escape framed by dusty windows and panels of aged 
plywood that hid fractured panes of glass. One of the 
intact windows on the top floor was opened and she 
knew. She climbed the fire escape and found a way in 
three-quarters of the way up the building. 

Unsurpringly, the building hadn’t been used in 
years and a thick layer of neglect clung tightly to all flat 
surfaces. The linoleum tile was warped and arching 
upward. On that floor, the ceilings were dotted with 
large rings of water damage from faulty piping in upper 
levels. Random soggy boxes that had developed a skin 
of black mold filled the stairwell as she rose, floor after 
floor, to get to the room overlooking the alley with the 
open window. 

The door to the room was wide open and as 
she entered she saw the footsteps in the thick dirt, 
accentuated by the moonlight that floated in through 
the dirty windows. The prints looked like they were 
made from a high heeled boot of some kind, but they 
were much too large for that. 

Probably a Men’s size 13. 

As she approached the window she saw a small 
pile of white plastic pegs still on the sill, surrounded 
by grey ash. She picked up one of the plastic pegs and 
rolled it around between her thumb and middle finger. 

She sniffed it. 


163 


OUROBOROS - TWELVE - GWEN 


Wine tipped. 

She looked out into the ally and saw the body of 
her murdered fiancé. Most of his head was missing. 
The rest of it was sprayed against the jagged marble 
slabs that made the base of a Beaux Art building. She 
couldn’t even tell which part of the gore on the marble 
belonged to Thomas and what belonged to the other 
body that had collapsed onto Thomas. 
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HE PULLED UP TO THE APARTMENT building in a 
daze and lazily fumbled with the gearshift as she 
put it in park. 

“We were getting out!” She screamed to herself in 
the lobby. 

She looked down at the ground, not sure how to 
best proceed and just collapsed to her knees. None of it 
made sense. They’d planned a life together and now it 
wasn’t going to happened that way. And now she was 
lost. 

Her legs needed some encouragement from her 
arms to push her body up into a standing position again 
and she resumed moving but her brain was three paces 
behind. She fell uneasily against the wall and tried to 
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push herself back up but crumpled into a seated position. 

“We were getting out!” She shouted and a firm fist 
knocked back an angry response followed by a string of 
muffled expletives. 

She clumsily picked herself up again and continued 
to her apartment door. She was going to take out her 
keys but the door was unlocked. She found herself 
retracing connections in her clouded mind to see if she 
could remember if she’d left without locking the door. 

The lights were off when she entered and her whole 
body stiffened. She knew she’d left the lights on. 

Tom always got after me for keeping them on. 

There was movement in the shadows and a figure 
leapt out of the darkness, swinging at her. Instinctively, 
she leaned into her attacker, gripping his outstretched 
arm. He lurched into her and she used his own 
momentum to fling him over her shoulder and into the 
drywall. The knife slid across the tile and she raced 
over to grab it. The man wasn’t moving, but that didn’t 
stop her from bringing the knife down repeatedly into 
the man’s chest. She continued stabbing him long after 
he was dead. His blood pooled in the pockets of uneven 
linoleum. Very quickly, the pockets overflowed and 
grew together. It began snaking its way towards her 
and she stood up. As she distractedly gathered together 
belongings from the apartment, she kept coming back 
to one thought: how grateful she was that Tom had 
started teaching her Judo. 
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HE SAT ON THE PATIO OF A restaurant on Corydon, 

sipping on a glass of red wine, and staring blankly 

out at the people walking by. She’d changed her 
clothes and madly packed everything she could into 
Tom’s car: a suitcase full of her clothes, some photo 
albums, and some jewelry that had sentimental value. 

We would’ve been on a plane now. 

Gwen shook her head, numbly, and took another 
sip of her wine. She promptly downed the rest of the 
glass and looked over to flag down the next available 
waitress but they were all busy talking to tables of 
customers who all seemed to be on dates. 

There was a pretty blond sitting across from a man 
in a suit, staring into his eyes. Another couple on the 
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other side of that patio were disconnectedly checking 
their smart phones in silence. Gwen was feeling the 
full weight of the surreal detachedness that pressed 
down on her. 

Then, a man stepped off the sidewalk and onto 
the patio with an attractive, if not somewhat trashy, 
brunette in tow and sat down at the table behind her. 
She saw the man’s cowboy boots and the Colt hanging 
from his lips. 

Gwen laughed. 
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HE REMEMBERED HER MOUTH had been open 
when cowboy boots left the apartment without 
his laptop. She had shaken her head at her luck 
but the excitement of holding the laptop in her hands 
pushed all other thoughts aside. 
It looked like the one Tom kept by the bed. 
Cowboy boots was still logged into the Auto Club 
account and Tom’s hit was still open on the screen for 
her to read. She raced for the balcony and had managed 
to beat cowboy boots and the brunette to the ground. It 
had been quite easy to follow them. 
The woman lived a few blocks away in an apartment 
off of Osborne Village. Gwen made a mental note of it 
before walking back to where she’d parked Tom’s car 
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and driving to meet with Zen. The woman was playing 
World of Warcraft when Gwen arrived. 

Zen, a 70-something woman drowning in scattered 
piles of electronics, tapped away at her keyboard ask she 
bobbed her head. Her short pink and black hair jutted 
out from underneath her massive noise-cancelling 
headphones. She could see Gwen through her window 
and Zen’s face bloomed into a bright smile. 

Zen waved. 

Tom had introduced her to Zen a couple of years 
back. They always went to Zen when they required her 
technical expertise. Tom always sang her praises and 
relied heavily on her. 

Gwen heard the woman groan as she pushed herself 
up from her chair. She saw Zen hobble into view at the 
end of the hallway. 

“Well, Gwendolynn. This is a surprise, child!” Zen 
smiled. “Where’s our lovely man, Thomas?” 
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I THINK I HAVE A LITTLE HASH,” Gwen reached 

into the trashy brunette’s backpack. She’d seen a 

little bag of assorted drugs when she’d rummaged 
around in it before tracking down the stoner from 501 
who lived next door to cowboy boots. The contents of 
the bag told her that the brunette’s name was Nancy 
and she lived for sex, drugs, and rock n’ roll. She zipped 
the bag closed and started to sprinkle some hash over 
the top of the bowl and then everyone took turns taking 
deep hits from the comically large bong in the centre of 
the room. When it came time, Gwen mimed taking her 
hit. 

The person hosting the party, whose name she’d 
overheard was Seth, started a playlist and those in the 


171 


OUROBOROS - TWELVE - GWEN 


stoner circle closed their eyes, swaying dopily with 
large smiles. 

She moved closer to the stoner from 501. “Hi,” she 
smiled at him. 

He looked terrified when he opened his eyes. It 
made her smile. He began to stammer out a clumsy 
response that Gwen found endearing: “Hi. I’m Grey.” 

He suddenly looked deep in thought, staring 
dazedly off into space. 

“That’s a really intriguing name,” she chuckled 
when she noticed the sound of her voice had jerked Grey 
back into focus and they locked eyes. “I’m Emerald.” 

Grey shook her hand eagerly. She found it cute. 

And then he zoned out again. 

“How do you know Seth?” Grey suddenly snapped 
to attention. 

The abruptness of it made Gwen smile. 

“IT don’t really,” she admitted. 

He suddenly looked frightened. She wondered what 
thoughts were buzzing around his head. 

“What...uh...so, what does you...” Grey stopped 
and looked up almost like he was trying to chastise his 
own brain and Gwen snickered. “What do you do?” 

“About what?” She leaned in closer. 

It was working faster than she thought it would. 

The stoner laughed, nervously. 

“Hey!” 

The stoner turned his head to acknowledge someone 
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on the other side of the room who was flagging him 
over. 

Gwen left the part briefly to return the balcony to 
eavesdrop on cowboy boots’ apartment, but he hadn’t 
returned yet. Eventually she returned to the party and 
had learned that people were calling the stoner from 
501: Alex. 

She said hello when she’d approached but Alex’s 
eyes were closed and was fully engrossed in the music 
radiating out from the speaker. 

Led Zeppelin’s Rain Song began to play and she 
could see that made Alex excited. 

“What do you like about it?” She asked him. 

He turned. 

“Sorry?” Alex mumbled out a choked response. 

Gwen had caught him in mid-swallow. Something 
about his awkwardness was making her happy. She 
couldn’t stop smiling and there was a moment that she’d 
forgot about cowboy boots, but he quickly returned and 
fought a scowl from appearing on her face. She shook 
her head and coughed dismissively. 

“What do you like about Rain Song?” She said 
quickly before the dark thoughts could swell back over 
her. 

“I’m hugely addicted to Led Zeppelin,” Alex said. 
“Jimmy Page is a god.” 

Gwen faked a laugh and tried to get back into 
character. 
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“T totally agree.” 

“The music is so...so...” he had his right hand 
balled up into a fist and was shaking it as he tried to 
find the word. 

“Powerful?” 

“Hey, yah! Exactly,” Alex laughed. 

“I know what you mean,” Gwen slid a little closer 
to him. He seemed so nervous. 

The people around them began to stand up and 
leave the room. 

“Where’s everyone going?” 

No one answered Alex, and Gwen just shrugged. 

Alex began to follow them and Gwen followed 
Alex. She tried to think of a way to get Alex back to the 
building quickly. She followed the group to a small park 
less than a block away. Alex was zoned out and staring 
at his friends who were noisily rushing up and down 
the slide and being entirely too loud. 

“Do you want to seesaw with me?” Gwen sat down 
beside him. 

She motioned over to the other end of the park. 

“Sure,” Alex got up unsteadily and sort of wobbled 
over to the seesaws. He kicked out one of the his legs 
to the side while he walked. It kind of looked like he 
was trying to shake away some invisible dog that was 
nipping at his ankles. Gwen chuckled. 

She missed getting high and made another mental 
note to invest in an ounce once everything was dealt 


174 


JOEL GREY 


with. 

“So what do you do?” Gwen asked as they rocked 
up and down on the seesaw. 

“I’m acontract killer,” he’d said it in such a deadpan 
manner that it gave Gwen pause. 

“Interesting,” she almost laughed, but tried to hold 
it back in an innocuous smirk. “So they sent you after 
me, did they?” 

“Well, I could forget that I saw you,” Alex said. 

“I know contract killers,” she said flatly, “and they 
don’t do anything for free. What do you want in return?” 

She was throwing all the seductive power onto 
him, but he just looked petrified. It was still somewhat 
cute but was fast becoming frustrating as they needed 
to return to the apartment. 

She realized she had to be more forceful. 

“Mewtwo could totally kick Mew’s ass,” she heard 
a voice from the jungle gym and it was so unexpected 
that she almost shook her head in a comical double- 
take. 

“Are they talking about Pokemon?” Gwen got off 
the seesaw and stepped closer to the jungle gym. She 
found it so unexpected that it started her mind chugging 
along in a wild, new direction. This new track snapped 
off, speeding toward an as yet unknown destination. 
The divergence made her acutely aware of just how 
aimless and meandering she was outside of her sharply 
focused desire for revenge. 
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In her mind, she saw the once taught line of 
what she assumed was the story of her life. Now, it 
was flapping around limply in the invisible wind of 
uncertainly. The world seemed to slow down and speed 
up simultaneously. The duality of the feeling made her 
lightheaded. Her thoughts were trying to jerk the train 
back towards her intended destination but the wheels 
were already pressed tightly against the rails of the 
divergent track that sped into the black nothingness 
ahead. 

Her mind slowed just enough for Gwen to 
acknowledge the meaning of one thought entirely 
devoted to that momentary snapshot when she’d learned 
that Tom was dead. 

Her mind froze completely in one agonizingly 
expansive moment that seemed to exist outside the 
malevolent fingers of time. 

Before her, sparking brightly and imbued with a 
nauseating feeling of irreparable separation, she saw 
the tangled mass of unrealized possible experiences, 
from which she was now eternally removed. The 
frustratingly close yet inaccessible path of theoretical 
futures began to dim and fade. Eventually they dissolved 
completely into the black nothingness that sucked in 
around her. 

Time resumed once again. She had once been 
optimistic about her future with Tom and believed that 
their potential happiness was completely unfettered 
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except through deficiencies in their own imaginations. 
Now, the potential of those moments had been deprived 
of becoming with a jolting finality that was unalterable. 

And heartbreaking. 

Any reality where she and Thomas were still 
together were now permanently muted and timelessly 
adjacent from her. All she had now were some splintered 
ideas of future hopes that would eventually come to 
degrade within the oubliette of her mind. 

The blonde with the dreads and a chest tattoo saved 
her from her thoughts. 

“I always battled with Rapidash,” she paused. 
“Ninetails was also a very good Pokemon.” 

There were scattered sounds of agreement from 
those int he jungle gym and she remembered where 
she was, what she was doing, and why she needed to 
get Alex back to the apartment building as quickly as 
possible. 

Gwen took Alex’s hand but hadn’t anticipated the 
visceral crack of electricity that surged through her. 
She shivered and tried to shoo the feeling away. She 
pulled Alex back over to the seesaws, but this time she 
waited for him to sit down and and then set herself 
down on his lap. She wrapped her arms around his neck 
and stared into his eyes. She saw Alex breathe in rapid, 
ragged gasps of air. She saw the moment he realized it 
and how his eyes widened when he did. 

“If I kissed you, would you let me live?” She 
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whispered and leaned in closer. 

“T don’t know,” Alex said, trying to swallow. “It had 
better be some phenomenal kiss.” 

She kissed him and the ecstatic feeling returned. 
She felt him warp his arms around her, pulling closer. 

Things progressed faster after that and she’d ended 
up getting him back to his apartment. Alex distractedly 
fiddled with the keys to the apartment while Gwen 
attacked his face. 

No longer in character, Gwen told herself she 
needed to be careful. 

She darted her smooth, wet tongue around Alex’s 
mouth and snaked her arms around his back. She could 
feel it stiffen and press into her thigh through his pants. 

She saw Alex open his eyes and concentrate hard 
on the keyhole and heard the lock turn over. The pair 
used the momentum of their entwined forms to open 
the door and Alex fumbled blindly for the light switch. 

“This your place?” Gwen asked. 

She’d somehow managed to remove her shoes and 
coat while still ravaging Alex’s face. 

“Mine, Nathan, and Laura’s,” Alex said between 
mouthfuls of Gwen’s tongue. 

“It’s nice.” 

“Thanks.” 

“Where’s you room?” She asked, pulling him 
further into his apartment. 

They burst into the room and landed together on 
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the bed. She grabbed his face in her hands and pressed 
it firmly against hers. She pulled away slightly, just 
enough to start kissing his neck, licking gently along 
his jawline, and finally sucking on his earlobe. She saw 
how the wet feel of her tongue flicking quickly back and 
forth against his sensitive skin made his whole body 
erupt in goosebumps. 

She stopped just long enough to say: “So are you 
going to fuck me or should I call a cab?” 
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T WAS STILL DARK WHEN SHE AWOKE in Alex’s bed. 

Her first groggy thought was that the room was 

on fire because she saw a roiling cloud of smoke 
licking at the foot of Alex’s bed. She blinked and rubbed 
her eyes but when she looked again it was gone. She 
crawled out the window, onto the balcony and went to 
check on cowboy boots. He was asleep on the linoleum 
tile of the kitchen. Gwen descended the balconies and 
got into Tom’s car to go check in with Zen. 

Apparently, cowboy boots went as Demetrios 
but his real name was Jake Phillips when he wasn’t 
working for the Auto Club. When she’d returned to 503, 
Jake was awake and was anxiously pacing with a jittery 
displacement that she recognized. Seeing it in him 
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made her feel somehow happy. There was a separate 
fragment of herself that was mortified that she found 
enjoyment in Jake’s suffering, but the feeling was 
ignored (or rather denied) by her larger awareness that 
couldn’t (or wouldn’t) reconcile the disgusted aversion 
of the unnamed benevolent fragment of herself with 
the warm, sinister enjoyment the other drew from the 
dark malevolence that buzzed around her. 

Jake stopped pacing for awhile and then gathered 
up a few things before stepping out into the hallway. 
Gwen once again descended the balconies and again 
reached street level before Jake had exited the building. 

She followed Jake in Tom’s car as he drove across 
the city to the casino. Gwen had not anticipated that 
and wondered what would prompt a visit to a casino. 
She stayed far enough behind him but she always had 
Jake in view. 

Alex, the stoner from 501, was standing at the 
mouth of the aquarium tunnel. 

“What are you doing here?” She said just loud 
enough to make Alex face her but not loud enough to 
alert the attention of Jake who was seven seats ahead 
at a VLT machine. 

“I could ask you the same thing,” Alex said. He was 
grinning like an idiot and she saw him try to shake the 
smile away. His awkwardness had once again become 
cute and endearing. She smiled at how hard Alex was 
trying to control him and stay still. 
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She came up to him and gave Alex a hug. 

“The last time I saw you I was licking your asshole 
and you were moaning my name. Now you're hugging 
me like friend you haven’t seen in a few days?” 

Gwen almost choked but smiled. She pulled out of 
the hug and looked into Alex’s eyes whose expression 
was totally deadpan; as though he hadn’t said anything 
at all. She was beginning to question if it had actually 
happened when she noticed that Jake was shifting in 
his seat. 

“What’s new?” Gwen asked innocuously. 

At first, she thought Jake might stand to leave but 
he was just adjusting himself and continued playing his 
VLT machine. 

“So what brings you here this morning?” She said 
after a prolonged silence. 

She was only sort of listening and trying to nod 
along to the parts that required nodding while she 
watched Jake. 

“You win big yet?” 

She’d zoned out again until Alex’s raised inflection 
triggered her to respond with a bullshit story about 
winning twenty bucks but losing it again. She tried to 
hide the fact that she was shooting her eyes around 
calculatingly, trying to keep a close watch on Jake 
without obviously looking at Jake. 

Gwen absently heard Alex laugh uneasily and then 
there was silence again. 
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Jake was still at the same VLT machine, anxiously 
bouncing his right leg up and down against the stool. 

“Why did you leave the other night?” Alex’s words 
slapped her with a power she hadn’t expected. “Without 
waking me, I mean.” 

“Aw,” she smiled and tilted her head affectionately. 

He rephrased the question: “Did I do something 
that made you want to leave right away?” 

“Hey, no. Of course you didn’t.” 

“Cause I don’t just sleep with anybody. I really felt 
a connection with you,” Alex stopped himself. 

“Youre attractive. I was horny. So I slept with you.” 

She hoped that would be a good enough explanation 
for him. She couldn’t tell him that she was simply using 
him as an excuse to be around the apartment without 
raising Jake’s suspicions. 

That would be cruel. 

“Oh.” Alex responded. 

“It doesn’t mean it wasn’t amazing. And it doesn’t 
mean it can’t happen again. Let’s just not make this 
something it’s not, okay?” 

Their eyes met and in a brilliant, flashing moment 
Gwen suddenly felt like their souls connected; that she 
was understood and that she understood him. 

Abruptly, they disconnected. 

Jake had gotten up and was leaving his VLT machine 
in search of another. 

“ve got to go,” Gwen said, stepping away from 
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Alex. “But I promise Ill give you a call soon.” 

Gwen followed Jake down the aquarium tunnel at 
a safe enough distance behind him that she wouldn’t 
raise suspicion. 
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HE FELT DISPLACED, LIKE SOMEONE was speaking 
through her. 
Faith? 

She could see Alex but it was like he was looking at 
someone else. She saw him smile, but when she looked 
into his eyes she also saw the hurt. It hurt her too. 

And scared her a little. 

Her body, which she faintly acknowledged was 
glowing, was busy saying something to Alex but Gwen 
was sending him another silent message in her mind. 

<<I’m sorry>> 

Her eyes fell upon the clock and immediately 
the glowing subsided and she once again felt whole; 
singular. 
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“What?” She stared at Alex with wild eyes. “Oh 
shit.” 

Gwen sprung from the bed and rushed around 
the room, grabbing articles of clothing and frantically 
throwing them on. She’d already slid open the window 
and had a foot outside when she felt Alex’s hand on her 
wrist. 

“You can leave out the front door, Gwen.” 

She laughed, uneasily. “I guess I can.” 

He helped her back into the room and her mind 
was alight with buzzing thoughts. Alex handed her an 
umbrella wordlessly and she nodded a silent thank you. 
Her shoes were on and she was ready even before Alex 
had reached the door to unlock it. 

“Will I see you again?” 

She stopped and slowly turned back to him but 
kept her gaze at a space of aged carpet at the centre of 
the hallway. She shook her head. 

She could feel him watching her as she walked 
onto the elevator and he continued watching her as the 
doors closed. 
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C C I DON’T EXPECT YOU TO KNOW who Thomas i-... 
was,” Gwen’s voice was dark and angry. “He was 
better than you, Jake!” 

Gwen was draped in the diffused light pressing 
in from the gently swaying bulb that hung from the 
ceiling. Her face was scrunched down in a wild, hateful 
grimace. 

“If it weren’t for your cowboy boots and your Colts, 
I might never have found you,” she raised the cloth that 
covered the head of the still form that lay across Jake. 
“Or Nancy.” 

As she ripped the cloth away and the rigid muscles 
in Nancy’s stiff neck caused her head to snap down 
hard, breaking the bridge of Jake’s nose. 
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Toska. 

Gwen didn’t know the word, but it perfectly 
described the bright existential terror that stuttered 
through her. 

How did I become this evil? 

She stared down at the man and the limp, mutilated 
body of his dead lover strapped on top of him. 

She felt the weight of the black malevolence that 
coated her. She felt displaced. 

She felt separated. 

Gwen saw the glowing light again, the one from 
Alex’s room. It seemed to overpower and cast off the 
darkness that had gripped her with its sickly fingers for 
so long. When the light faded, she felt a calm protective 
energy surging in and out of her. Her vision shifted from 
uniform white to the blues of the sky and the greens 
and browns of nature around her. She started to hear 
car engines and smell exhaust. A million voices that all 
decided to chime in together at the same moment and 
she was knocked back a few steps before she composed 
herself and the blurriness around her dissolved and fell 
away to reveal Beaux Art and Chicago-style architecture. 

She realized it was November 5th, 2004 and she 
was again standing in front of the casting agent’s office 
in the Exchange District; just as she had been the last 
time. 

She realized that, this time, she could do things 
differently. 
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HE DOOR OPENED, ALLOWING A RUSH of cold air to 
follow behind her as she entered the apartment. 
Steven was sitting at the kitchen table again; 
staring forward like he always did. 
The door creaked lazily closed as Ava Fields pressed 
it gently with distracted fingers. 
“What’s that matter, Sweetie?” Steven said from 
his seat in the kitchen, without turning to address her. 
She absently dropped her purse and let it drag 
limply behind her for a few steps until it caught on 
the foot rack and ripped itself from her weak, shaking 
fingers. 
Ava exhaled but it was broken up into multiple 
jagged sighs from the riotous thudding of her heart 
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against her lungs and chest. She slowly walked over 
to the kitchen sink with distant, busy eyes and began 
washing her hands. The bright bubbles sparkled in the 
dim light. The warm water coaxed the soap from her 
hands, landing loudly in the metal sink. The red foam 
circled the drain and finally disappeared beyond the 
metal grate. She poured more soap into her hands and 
resumed lathering. The thunderous sounds of water 
landing hard against the metal lulled Ava’s racing 
thoughts slightly until she remembered her husband 
had asked her a question. 

“I... [hit a dog,” she almost couldn’t get the words 
past her quivering lips. 

“What? When?” He asked, staring forward. 

“On the way home.” 

“Did you kill it?” 

“Eventually.” 

She watched the waves of soap as they circled and 
blended with the pink water in the sink before it slipped 
beyond the drain, into darkness. 

“It was still alive when I got out to check on it, but 
it was bad,” she paused to lather up her hands again. 
“Really bad.” 

She stood in silence for a few moments, watching 
the light pink bubbles, now nearly all white, as they 
swirled around the sink. Nearly. 

She lathered again. 

“T’d run over its stomach and its inside were spilling 
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out the holes in its skin. There wasn’t anything I could 
do. I had to kill it!” 

Ava stopped the water and watched the last of the, 
now completely white, soap bubbles slide down into the 
darkness beyond the drain. The sparkle of a few bubbles 
remained at the edge of the drain and Ava started the 
water again to make sure they didn’t escape. 

“TJ hit it a couple of times with the tire iron in our 
trunk.” 

She noticed her breathing was once again coming 
in raw, ragged gasps. She raced back down the hallway 
to where the foot rack had stolen it away, she ripped 
open her purse and fished for her pill bottle. She went 
back into the kitchen and shakily filled herself a glass 
of water and threw back her medication while Steven 
sat silently in the kitchen. 

Ava turned back to face the back of Steven’s head. 

“I hadn’t seen any tags on it, but it was quite large. 
It took me a long time to drag it down to the river,” she 
said. 

“You dumped it in the river?” 

“What else what I supposed to do? Leave it there?” 

“Hey. I’m sorry,” Steven said, staring forward. 

Their dog, Faith, looked up from her place on the 
couch. That was her favourite place; laying on top of 
the seat cushion with her head dangling slightly over 
the side. Her big eyes were what finally caused Ava to 
Cry, 
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“TI just kept thinking about Faith and how I would 
feel if she was missing and I didn’t know what happened 
to her- 

The phone began to ring and she jumped. 

The sound scratched its way into her ears and 
throbbed around inside. She gritted her teeth together 
and closed her eyes tightly, cupping her wet fingers 
around her ears in an attempt to drown out the horrid 
noise. 

“No!” She screamed at the phone and collapsed into 
a terrified pile of shaking limbs. “Go away!” 

It was always the same voice on the other side of 
the phone. 

The ringing eventually stopped. 

Muffled music began to thud its way through the 
thin walls of the apartment building. She could feel the 
terror morphing into anger and she shouted: “they’re 
playing that awful music again and you can smell their 
incense through the wall. You’re not fooling anyone!” 

She walked over to the kitchen wall their apartment 
shared with 501 and gave it two firm raps with the bed 
of her palm. 

“Ava,” Steven said, “lets just go into the other room 
and watch Headlines on Leno.” 

She exhaled and her body slumped, resting against 
the kitchen counter. 

“Yah, okay.” “Ill be in right away,” Steven said. 

“Come ‘ere, Faith. We’re going to watch Headlines 
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on Leno. Do you like Headlines on Leno?” 

Faith raised her head and tilted it to the side in 
an inquisitive manner, only to lay it back down again, 
letting it dangle over the edge of the couch. 
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HE SOUND OF THE THUDDING BASS surrounded 

Alex Sunderland as completely as the mass of 

dancers sandwiched in around him. Strobe 
lights flickered and their bodies seemed to move in 
short, dislocated, jerky bursts of motion; it fit the music 
perfectly. 

Behind closed eyes, Alex realized he was so stoned 
that the rave was taking place entirely within an illusory 
world of his own meandering thoughts and none of the 
dancers actually existed. 

His eyes shot open and he saw Seth Brock standing 
against the wall. They were in Alex’s apartment 
listening to music while his roommate, Nathan Levy, 
played Dynasty Warriors 4. 
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Alex closed his eyes again and returned to his 
imaginary rave. All the imaginary people were dancing 
and he felt a sense of community in that moment. The 
electricity in his mind wondered if he belonged in his 
thoughts. 

The imaginary dancers suddenly stopped and 
turned to stare at Alex who was now sitting on a couch 
in the middle of the dance floor. 

The dancers turned their heads in unison to stare at 
a space beside Alex on the couch he thought was empty 
but discovered there was a dog sitting beside him. 

The dog opened its mouth but the sound that 
escaped was not a bark as much as it was a searing 
pain inside his ears; as though someone were digging 
their nails into his brain while simultaneously shaking 
his head from side to side. 

“What are you,” Alex managed to ask. 

Slightly lower than the dog’s collar, floating in the 
space between them, words appeared in thin white 
text. 


WE ARE NOTHING. WE ARE EVERYTHING. 


“What do you want?” 


VIDEOGAMES = PORN 


The dog moved closer to Alex and he tensed. 
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The pain returned to the insides of his skull. 


YOU SHOULD KILL YOURSELF 


Alex’s eyes shot open. He was back in his apartment. 
His heart was crashing madly against his ribs and he felt 
winded. The electricity in his brain flickered: “What if 
our existence...or... wait... what if our perception 
of our existence isn’t the same and everybody else?” 

“It isn’t,” Seth paced back and forth along the 
small portion of the room that wasn’t already taken 
up by Alex’s bed. The space was made even smaller by 
Nathan Levy’s chair placed squarely in front of the old, 
boxy Panasonic television; a relic from the 90s. “The 
way you see the world and the way I see the world are 
completely different. In fact, no two people can ever 
really see the world in the same way because we’ve had 
different experiences from one another.” 

Not taking his eyes off the television, Nathan said: 
“But a tree is still a tree.” 

Seth passed the pipe to Alex, who gave a puzzled 
look before taking a long drag, and exhaling the dark, 
satiny smoke. The pungent plumes rose into the air to 
blend with the tendrils of incense rising up from the 
censer. 

Nathan continued to explain: “If I see a tree, you 
can’t see the tree as being anything but a tree.” 

Seth stopped pacing long enough to pass the pipe 
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from Alex to Nathan who was still staring intently at 
the television screen. 

“Well, that’s just not true at all,” Seth said. “Mental 
patients can have hallucinations where things become 
other things. Hell, you don’t even have to be nuts to 
have those kinds of hallucinations. Have you ever tried 
acid?” 

Nathan shook his head. 

“No? Well, you should. I know a guy,” Seth laughed. 
“I remember I did a couple hits of acid before watching 
the old Planet of the Apes with Charlton Heston.” 

“That would’ve been fucked up,” Alex’s eyes grew 
wide. 

“Oh, it was,” Seth assured him. “The whole time I 
was Charlton Heston and I was 

trapped on this weird planet where apes had 
become the dominant life form.” 

Nathan unleashed Guan Yu’s mushu_ attack, 
sending members of the opposing army flying off in all 
directions. Nathan’s avatar then approached the enemy 
stronghold and immediately engaged the enemy ruler, 
Cao Cao. 

“Fuck, man,” Alex said as he exhaled a lungful of 
smoke. “That’s intense.” 

“I know. I was tripping balls. But then things got 
really weird. Everything was stained glass.” 

Nathan gave a jerky response, mostly because he 
wasn’t sure he’d heard Seth properly as most of his 
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attention was on defeating Lord Cao Cao. “What?” 

“Charlton Heston. Nova. Dr. Zaius . . . Everyone! 
They were all stained glass but a weird stained glass in 
motion and then when I finally detached myself from 
the movie, my own world was stained glass as well. The 
whole room, and everyone in it, was one massive world 
of stained glass.” Seth stood there, rocking uneasily 
back and forth; a small kiss of wind would have been 
enough to knock him to his knees. He realized he’d 
zoned out and snapped back to attention. “So, in a long, 
roundabout way, a tree doesn’t have to be a tree.” 

Alex laughed, closing his eyes again. 

“Fuck. That’s ridiculous.” Alex was smiling broadly, 
imagining what the experience must’ve felt like. 

“Yah, man. You should try it sometime. It’s amazing. 
I can’t believe I’ve known you guys for so long and I 
haven’t convinced you guys to do acid. I’m terrible at 
my job.” 

Alex laughed, his eyes still closed. “Speaking of 
which, what do we owe you?” 

“Oh, nothing. This is a friendly visit. We can push 
business off until next time. But I should be going.” 

“Things to see, people to do, eh?” Nathan chuckled, 
not looking away from the screen. 

Guan Yu delivered the final blow to Cao Cao and the 
defending army scattered as the theme music swelled 
over them. The word victory appeared at the centre of 
the screen. Guan Yu spun around his massive weapon, 
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the Green Dragon Crescent Blade, before jamming the 
base into the ground and looking off proudly into the 
distance. 

“Well, someone’s gotta get all you fuckers high,” 
Seth laughed and began collecting the drugs and other 
paraphernalia securely inside his backpack. 

“This is good shit,” Alex smiled. “Where’d you get 
it?” 

“If I told you I’d have to kill you,” Seth smiled 
back. “May you have a good time and your minds be 
thoroughly blown.” 

Seth let himself out of the room and they heard 
him opening and then shutting the front door of their 
apartment through the thin walls. 

“So... Teletoon Retro or Discovery Channel?” 

Alex wasn’t listening. He was furiously writing in 
his journal with a worried, anxious look on his face. 
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VA STEPPED BRISKLY PAST THE PEOPLE who were 
walking too slowly down Corydon Avenue. She 
drank in the unseasonable weather, feeling the 
bright heat radiating down from the Sun and through 
her clothes. She hadn’t noticed any flyers around for a 
missing dog. As well, no one she’d talked to in passing 
at the apartment building had mentioned the absence 
of a pet; though she hadn’t talked to that many people. 

She remembered the look on its face, staring up at 
her; questioning, pleading. 

The moment she realized it was becoming hard to 
breathe, she had two pills in her hand and immediately 
went in search of a water fountain. She ended up 
walking down to the convenience store and reluctantly 
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purchased bottled water to take her medication. 

She sat down on the bench by the bus stop to try to 
catch her breath. On the seat behind her, someone had 
defaced the image of a local realtor, giving it yawningly 
unoriginal bushy eyebrows, devil horns, and blacked 
out teeth. 

When she’d calmed herself enough to continue 
walking, she decided on turning around and heading 
back to the apartment. 

The bright Sun shone down on the budding leaves 
in the trees. Reflected light from the moisture of the 
previous night’s rain twinkled and shimmered in the 
branches swaying in the breeze. The city did have 
its beauty but it always seemed to be out of reach; 
somewhere above her. 

The sidewalks were gritty with sand and mostly 
dry save for a few puddles in the shade. The caked mud 
and soggy leaves clung to the uneven square slabs of 
concrete like a film of neglect. The bare branches in 
the trees overhead, the sky, the clouds, they all seemed 
so beautiful and inviting but she always found herself 
trapped on the ground among the petrichor. 

The sidewalk dusters hadn’t been down that way yet 
but Ava found that the city continued to look dirty even 
after they’d left. Reminders of the city’s title of Slurpee 
Capital of the World lay strewn about the streets; some 
crushed under foot, others flattened under the wheels 
of passing vehicles. One of the panes of glass on the bus 
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shelter was tagged with the symbol of some kid; the 
excess spray paint left long lines of acrid black sludge 
that streaked downward toward the mess of discarded 
bus transfers and an empty bag of chips at the base of 
the shelter. 

As she stepped up to the apartment building, a little 
girl was sitting on the front steps. She rocked back and 
forth uneasily, biting her lower lip. She was mumbling 
something that Ava couldn’t make out until she passed 
her. 

“Seven will die. Only one will survive. Seven will 
die. Only one will survive.” 

The girl didn’t seem to acknowledge Ava’s 
existence while she fished her keys out of her pocket 
and entered the lobby. Her eyes scanned the walls for 
flyers about a missing dog but all she saw was a badly 
printed ad selling a used Panasonic TV for $40, a more 
professional looking posting for a local maid service, 
and a memo from the Superintendent that, during 
extended renovations to the basement storage rooms, 
all apartment residents would see a reduction on their 
rent. 

The lobby doors lazily closed, smothering the 
sound of the agitated girl’s voice. Ava pushed the button 
to call the elevator and waited patiently for it to arrive 
while, internally, fighting away images of the glistening 
insides of the animal and the wet sheen from the light 
reflected from the yellow street lamp above. 
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She shook her head and kind of scrunched her face 
together and it was then that the elevator doors opened. 

A young man with wavy, shoulder length hair that 
hid a pair of headphones stepped up behind her and 
followed her into the elevator. He smiled weakly and 
she just looked away and stared at the elevator doors in 
front of her, silently. 

She remembered the animal’s eyes; big and dark 
and terrified. 

The elevator doors opened and she checked to see 
what floor they were on but as the Superintendent, Jake 
Phillips, stepped between her and the young man with 
headphones and she saw they were only on the third 
floor. Phillips’ body language always made it very clear 
he wasn’t going to engage in small-talk, which Ava 
appreciated. 

Phillips got off on the fourth floor and as he did, 
the man in headphones took them off and smiled 
awkwardly at her. He put his hands in his pockets and 
sort of rocked back and forth on his heels. 

As the doors closed, the man said: “Do you have 
friends on 5?” 

She sighed. 

“No,” she shook her head. “I live on 5.” 

“Really? Me too. Which apartment?” 

She stared at him in a way that made him drop his 
eyes and turn the face the front of the elevator and ride 
the rest of the way in silence. 
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When they both got out of the elevator the man 
followed close behind her, staying a few paces back, 
quietly. Her whole body tightened but then she heard 
him fish out keys from his pocket and begin to unlock 
the door to apartment 501. 

“You're in 501?” She said, disdainfully. 

“Yah,” the man said, nervously. “Oh, you’re in 503? 
How long have yo-“ 

She rolled her eyes and entered her apartment and 
shut the door behind her. 
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HE DROPPED HER PURSE AT THE DOOR and moved 
slowly down he hallway toward the kitchen where 
Steven was sitting. 

“Okay,” she began to pour herself a glass of water. 
“There aren’t any flyers or anything.” 

“Isn’t that a good thing?” Steven said. “That means 
it wasn’t someones pet.” 

“Maybe they haven’t realized it’s missing yet? Or 
maybe they’re posting flyers in a different part of the 
city or-" 

“Maybe, maybe, maybe,” Steven softened his voice. 
“Ava, Did you mean to run over the dog?” 

“Of course not,” she raised her voice and stood a 
little higher. 
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“Then it wasn’t your fault, Ava,” he said. “There 
was a dog in the road, in the middle ofthe night an-“ 

The abruptness with which Steven stopped caught 
Ava mid drink and she put the glass down and turned 
to face her husband. He was still turned away, seated 
at the table, staring into the darkness of the apartment. 
His left shoulder twitched slightly. 

She thought she saw brown fur. 

“Steven, are you okay?” 

The twitch in his shoulder became full body spasms 
that exploded in brief but flailing movements that were 
so fast Ava could see trails of afterimages. Ava stepped 
cautiously nearer. 

His body seemed to calm down but was still 
twitching when his head began to move wildly from side 
to side in a preternaturally fast, jerky way. She moved 
closer and placed a worried hand on his shoulder. 

Steven turned to face her and his eyes were missing 
but in their place were black buttons sown grotesquely 
into his sockets. They exuded a dark liquid that came 
bubbling out of the four holes in the centre of the 
buttons. 

Ava shrieked and collapsed on the floor. She snaked 
her limbs around awkwardly on the ground, trying 
feebly to put distance between herself and whatever 
had become of her husband. She could feel her chest 
erupting in bright, hot, anxious pain. She sucked in 
wheezing gasps of air and then she sensed the fire. She 
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could feel the heat throbbing against her skin and she 
screamed. 

She could hear the loud cracking and popping of 
flames but the apartment was still and dark. Steven 
rose from his chair and turned to face her. His shoulder 
and parts of his neck and face had grown thick, brown 
fur that pushed through his skin like emerging botfly 
larvae. 

She pressed herself against the fridge in a 
frightened, and ultimately useless, attempt to flee what 
had become of her husband. She screamed again but 
this time the sound was trapped inside her throat. Tears 
were raging down her cheeks, fleeing the horrified 
expression in her eyes. 

“Sweetie, are you okay?” 

Steven was sitting back in his chair in the dark 
kitchen as if he hadn’t moved. The cold tile of the 
kitchen floor stung her bare legs. He looked perfectly 
normal and was once again in his familiar chair, staring 
forward. 

She rose from the ground and smoothed out the 
wrinkled is her dress; thoughts in her confused mind 
were ripping around like anxious electrons. 

“Yah, I’m just... I’m-“ She didn’t know how to finish 
so she just stared at the back of Steven’s head while she 
tried to get her frantic breathing under control. 

“Why don’t you lay down?” Steven said, finally. “I’ll 
be in shortly.” 
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Ava slunk slowly out of the room, leaving Steven 
alone sitting at his place at the kitchen table; staring 
forward. 

Back in the kitchen, the phone began to ring. 
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HE DROPPED HER PURSE AT THE DOOR and moved 
slowly down he hallway toward the kitchen where 
Steven was sitting. 

“Okay,” she began to pour herself a glass of water. 
“There aren’t any flyers or anything.” 

“Isn’t that a good thing?” Steven said. “That means 
it wasn’t someones pet.” 

“Maybe they haven’t realized it’s missing yet? Or 
maybe they’re posting flyers in a different part of the 
city or-" 

“Maybe, maybe, maybe,” Steven softened his voice. 
“Ava, Did you mean to run over the dog?” 

“Of course not,” she raised her voice and stood a 
little higher. 
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“Then it wasn’t your fault, Ava,” he said. “There 
was a dog in the road, in the middle ofthe night an-“ 

The abruptness with which Steven stopped caught 
Ava mid drink and she put the glass down and turned 
to face her husband. He was still turned away, seated 
at the table, staring into the darkness of the apartment. 
His left shoulder twitched slightly. She thought she saw 
brown fur. 

“Steven, are you okay?” 

The twitch in his shoulder became full body spasms 
that exploded in brief but flailing movements that were 
so fast Ava could see trails of afterimages. Ava stepped 
cautiously nearer. 

His body seemed to calm down but was still 
twitching when his head began to move wildly from 
side to side in a preternaturally fast, jerky way. She 
moved closer and placed a worried hand on his shoulder. 
Steven turned to face her and his eyes were missing 
but in their place were black buttons sown grotesquely 
into his sockets; they exuded a dark liquid that came 
bubbling out of the four holes in the centre of the 
buttons. 

Ava shrieked and collapsed on the floor. She snaked 
her limbs around awkwardly on the ground, trying 
feebly to put distance between herself and whatever 
had become of her husband. She could feel her chest 
erupting in bright, hot, anxious pain. She sucked in 
wheezing gasps of air and then she sensed the fire. 
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She could feel the heat throbbing against her skin and 
she screamed. She could hear the loud cracking and 
popping of flames but the apartment was still and 
dark. Steven rose from his chair and turned to face her. 
His shoulder and parts of his neck and face had grown 
thick, brown fur that pushed through his skin like 
emerging botfly larvae. She pressed herself against the 
fridge in a frightened, and ultimately useless, attempt 
to flee what had become of her husband. She screamed 
again but this time the sound was trapped inside her 
throat. Tears were raging down her cheeks, fleeing the 
horrified expression in her eyes. 

“Sweetie, are you okay?” 

Steven was sitting back in his chair in the dark 
kitchen as if he hadn’t moved. The cold tile of the 
kitchen floor stung her bare legs. He looked perfectly 
normal and was once again in his familiar chair, staring 
forward. 

She rose from the ground and smoothed out the 
wrinkled is her dress; thoughts in her confused mind 
were ripping around like anxious electrons. 

“Yah, I’m just... l’m-“ She didn’t know how to finish 
so she just stared at the back of Steven’s head while she 
tried to get her frantic breathing under control. 

“Why don’t you lay down?” Steven said, finally. “I’ll 
be in shortly.” 

Ava slunk slowly out of the room, leaving Steven 
alone sitting at his place at the kitchen table; staring 
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forward. 
Back in the kitchen, the phone began to ring. 
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HERE WAS A SPARK ACCOMPANIED CLOSE after by a 

flash of light from the match as Alex lit the stick 

of incense and placed it in the censer. Nathan 
was rocking out to imaginary music in his head while 
playing Silent Hill 2. An energy drink sat within arms 
reach while his avatar, James, sprayed Pyramid Head 
with a barrage of handgun bullets. 

Alex sat beside Nathan on the couch, loading a bowl 
from a bag hidden inside an ornate wood box. Alex had 
purchased the box during his short-lived stint as an 
English Teacher overseas. After taking two long pulls, 
he passed the pipe to Nathan who briefly paused the 
game to take a few hits in rapid succession. 

Alex pulled one of his favourite books, Jared 
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Diamond’s Guns, Germs, and Steel from the book shelf 
and began paging through it but the high overtook him 
almost immediately and he was zoning out before the 
ends of sentences and having to go back and reread 
much of what he read and he placed the book down on 
the couch next to him. 

Alex sat, silently staring forward with glassy eyes. 

“Are we whole beings?” 

“What?” Nathan scrunched his face up in that way 
he did when Alex asked a random rhetorical question. 
He was trying to be accommodating but he knew the 
routine. Alex needed to verbally work out something 
that he was thinking about. Nathan’s participation 
wasn’t necessarily required. 

“Are we whole beings? Or is it our brains that make 
us who we are and it just controls the appendages from 
a command centre being our eyes?” 

Neither spoke as Alex stared out blankly pondering 
and Nathan pressed buttons on the controller. 

“Do we have a soul or do we just think that we do 
because we possess the ability to reason abstractly?” 

Nathan shrugged silently. 

“Maybe, in a long ago point in history, all humans 
collectively thought: ‘you know, we should probably 
believe in some higher power because otherwise this is 
all we have and that’s kind of depressing’.” 

Nathan nodded. 

“Maybe the idea of a soul came about as a side effect 
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of that fact that we developed complex brains that could 
conceptualize things and we created this warm and 
fuzzy idea of something more when really we’re just 
animals like all other creatures on this Earth. Maybe in 
another few hundred million years birds will develop 
complex brains and conceptualize their own bird deity 
and go to war with other birds who don’t believe in the 
same bird god.” 

Alex sparked up his pipe again and then passed it 
to Nathan who paused his game to take the pipe from 
him. 

“Yesterday, I started reading this book on the 
Eternal Return. As I understand it, the Eternal Return 
is a theory that matter and time is finite and so, in 
a universe, there can only be finite configurations of 
matter’s changes in state. So eventually, some changes 
will recur and using that logic, earlier philosophers like 
the Egyptians and the Mayans and the Greeks thought 
of reality in a cyclical framework and .. . oh!” He sat 
up and excited raced to his bookshelf in his room and 
returned with a book. “Sir Thomas Browne said: ‘The 
world was before Creation, and at an end before it had 
a beginning; and thus was I dead before I was alive, 
though my grave England my dying place was Paradise, 
and Eve miscarried of me before she conceived Cain’.” 

“Trippy,” Nathan said. 

“Right?” The pipe found its way back into Alex’s 
hands. “Although, I often wonder why matter would 
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come back in the same configuration? Why wouldn’t I 
be a fish the next time around? Or maybe, rather than 
humans, Cows became the more evolved lifeforms. I 
mean, that could very well be one of the state changes 
too, I guess. And maybe given enough time on an 
absolutely mind exploding scale that we would always 
come back to the atoms and molecules were are at this 
moment.” 

Nathan’s avatar, James, was heading to the next 
portion of the game, which happened to be the Texxon 
Gas Station where he needed to pick up the steel pipe 
and then head off to the Bowl-o-rama that would kick 
off a cut-scene with that crazy Eddie guy and that 
creepy little girl, Laura. Nathan could do a run-through 
of Silent Hill 2 pretty quickly as he’d played it pretty 
consistently over the years after he’d discovered it in 
High School. 

“What did you do today?” Alex asked Nathan. 

“Nothing,” Nathan laughed. “Oh, I polished off a 
bag of chips.” “Nice.” 

There was a faint, muffled sound of someone 
knocking somewhere in the apartment and Alex 
anxiously gripped Nathan’s wrist. 

“Do you hear that?” 

Nathan shook his head and then there was the 
unmistakable sound of the Doctor’s TARDIS starting 
up. Nathan didn’t need to check his phone to know who 
was texting him. That was Seth’s personal ringtone. 
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“Seth’s outside,” Nathan said, not pausing the 
game. 

Alex stood up from the couch and opened the door 
for Seth. 

While Alex had been monologuing, James had 
reached the Brookhaven Hospital. Nathan’s favourite 
location in the game. The Apartment Complex was 
another highlight, but there was something about 
the hospital that had captivated Nathan since the 
first playthrough. The developers had revisited the 
Brookhaven Hospital in Silent Hill 3 but was missing 
from the fourth game called Silent Hill: The Room. He 
hadn’t played Silent Hill 5: Homecoming yet as he didn’t 
have a PS3. 

He was thinking of splurging when his quarterly 
GST cheque came and get a used one somewhere because 
he also wanted to play the Uncharted series. 

The bedroom door opened and Alex and Seth both 
entered. Seth smiled meagrely at Nathan before sitting 
down on the bed beneath the Pink Floyd poster. 

Opening his backpack, Seth began pulling out his 
product. 

Alex drank in how terrible Seth looked. His eyes 
were puffy and red. Granted, that was not unusual 
but the terror flooding out from behind his eyes was 
something new. Seth was conspicuously jittery and 
darted his eyes around the room suspiciously, as though 
everything were unfriendly and somehow sinister. 
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“About time! How long does it take to climb two 
flights of stairs?” Nathan hadn’t yet looked away from 
Silent Hill 2 to see how disheveled Seth was. 

Nathan laughed, but Seth replied sedately: “You 
want the usual?” 

James examined the typewriter on the table in the 
dark room and picked up the Purple Bull Key. 

“Are you okay?” Alex asked as he watched Seth 
awkwardly and distractedly open the bag and fish out 
three smaller bags and put them on the bed. 

Seth stopped and sighed. Alex noticed that Seth’s 
body looked like it was imploding into itself. There was 
a sense of pity that began to gurgle up inside of Alex 
and he pursed his lips to the side while I continued to 
watch Seth. 

“I’ve been better,” Seth faked a smile. 

“What happened?” Nathan asked, but still hadn’t 
turned to look at Seth. 

He was making James blast one of those creepy, 
jittery nurses with shotgun shells; he had to start 
conserving shotgun ammo as the next boss battle was 
coming up shortly and he decided to switch back to the 
steel pipe. 

Seth ignored Nathan’s question and instead pointed 
to the first of the three bags on the bed each with a 
different coloured sticker on the outside of the bag. 

“Red one is Kritical Kush, blue one is Stoner’s 
Delight, and this yellow one,” Seth picked up the last 
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one and opened it before passing to Alex, motioning for 
him to smell it, “is Taipei Temple.” 

Taipei Temple wasn’t the actual name, Alex forgot 
what it was actually called but Seth had brought some 
of the strain over long before he’d started selling and 
something about the scent reminded him of the incense 
they would burn in temples when he’d briefly lived in 
Taipei. 

Seth started calling it Taipei Temple after that. 

“It’s gotta be Taipei Temple!” Alex tried to smile a 
little extra in hopes to elicit one of Seth’s own but Seth 
remained distantly agitated. 

Cautious and unnerved by Seth’s mood, Alex asked 
again: “Are you okay? What’s going on? Is it serious?” 

“No, it’s... “ he trailed off. 

Nathan finally paused his game to turn to face 
Seth. 

“Dude, I’m detecting some major negative energy. 
Just chill with us, man. We have pizza coming-“ 

“And we’re just about to start Troll 2,” Alex 
interjected. “Nathan hasn’t seen it.” 

“T haven’t seen it,” Nathan confirmed. 

Seth sighed again. 

Alex set his pipe down by Seth. “I just loaded a new 
pipe. You can have first green.” 

Reluctantly, Seth gave in. 

“Okay, yah. Let’s chill.” 

Seth sat down on the bed and dropped his backpack 
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beside his feet. The mouth of the backpack was open 
and longer that Alex looked at it, the more the upper 
and lower zipper teeth looked like some gaping maw of 
some otherworldly creature. Something about it caused 
his mind to hum with déja vu. 

The backpack gave off an ominous energy that made 
Alex pull his feet up from where they’d been hanging 
over the edge of the bed and sat in a half-lotus position. 
He continued to stare into the mouth of the bag. He saw 
the empty case the scale came in, a few DVDs, a pack 
of rolling papers, and extra lighters. A red lighter had 
fallen out of the backpack and was resting against the 
bottom zipper and to Alex it looked like the tongue of 
the backpack monster. Alex giggled and then something 
called to him from the back of the monster’s throat. 
Initially Alex thought it was the monster’s tonsils, but 
as he squinted the object’s identity came into focus and 
his eyes widened. 

Seth zipped the bag shut and kicked it underneath 
Alex’s bed before taking the pipe that Alex had set aside 
for him and sparked up with the monster’s red tongue. 

Alex knew that Seth having a gun must only be a 
precaution considering his profession but there was 
something very ominous that crawled into his skull and 
alerted his mind to its presence. 

<<This is important>> It said. <<This is a node>> 

An anxious feeling shivered underneath Alex’s 
skin and he flailed out in desperation for something to 


226 


JOEL GREY 


alleviate the horrid sensation. 

“You know, I realized something today at work,” 
Alex said. 

“What?” 

James returned to the room labeled Women’s Locker 
Room to pick up the bent needle he’d forgotten when 
he’d first picked up the shogun. Nathan had forgotten 
about the teddy bear on the counter that contained the 
bent needle was required to fish an item from a drain 
in a different part of the hospital. 

“Speech is really trippy,” Alex said. 

Nathan snorted, which Alex took to mean: of course 
you’d think something like that. 

Alex didn’t know whether to be offended or not. 

“Speech is just sounds that we group together 
and a certain amount of people agree as to what the 
meanings of those sounds are,” Alex said. 

“That is what language is,” Nathan said in a flat 
tone that Alex couldn’t gauge the intent of. 

James headed back down to the first floor of the 
Brookhaven Medical Hospital to the Men’s Locker Room 
to examine the bloody jacket to acquire the Examination 
Room Key. 

It was faint, but Alex could hear Seth talking to 
himself. 

“No, I won’t do it. I can’t.” 

Alex looked over at Seth with worry and concern. 

“That’s why I’ve never understood censorship,” Alex 
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said trying to shoo away the dark thoughts and loose 
himself on a philosophical rant. “That annoying beep 
that apparently masks the meaning of offensive words 
is really fucking asinine. How is fuck fundamentally 
different than saying fog? You shape your mouth a little 
differently, oh no! That’s so horrible. And, if language 
is just the communication of meaning through sound, 
isn’t that beep also then offensive? I mean, it’s just 
a substitution, albeit a sanitized substitution, but a 
substitution nonetheless. What do you think Seth?” 

Seth didn’t answer. He was staring forward witha 
look that frightened Alex. 

“Seth?” Alex asked, leaning forward. “Dude, are 
you like on some heavy shit? Are you on a bunch of acid 
or K or meth or-“ 

Seth scrunched his face and shook his head. “No, 
no. Nothing like that. We should probably start the 
movie, guys.” 

“Good idea,” Nathan said without turning away 
from the television. “I just hit a save point anyway.” 

A worried looked erupted Alex’s face; an expression 
consisting equally of profound insight and terrifying 
realization. 

“Actually wait,” he could feel his heartbeat racing 
inside his chest. “Before we start, I need to tell you guys 
about something I... I haven’t told anyone.” 

He paused apprehensively as he tried to decide 
whether or not to tell them about his recurring 
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nightmares he was worried were prophetic. 

“TI think I can see the future,” Alex said, finally. 

“Fuck off,” Nathan laughed as he stood up to eject 
the Silent Hill 2 disk from the console and change the 
input on the television and set up Troll 2. 

“No, ’m serious here. I mean, I don’t think ’m 
clairvoyant or psychic or whatever, I think it can be 
explained, I just ...I personally can’t explain it. I have 
these dreams that are very mundane but incredibly 
vivid. Everyday, boring stuff will happen: I go to work, 
I talk with customers, my boss flips out on me, stuff 
like that. Then a week or two later exactly what I 
dreamed will happen in real life. And I mean down to 
the same words in a conversation, like verbatim. I’ll 
see customers in dreams who I’ve never met before and 
then they’ll be in line right there, in the fucking flesh, 
in the same order in line as they were in my dream,” 
Alex said. 

“You do too many drugs, bud,” Nathan laughed 
again dismissively. 

“Come on, Nathan. I’m pouring my heart out here,” 
Alex said, he looked over to Seth for backup but he was 
just staring forward blankly. “It’s really fucking with my 
head. At first I think it’s déja vu but that’s remembering 
something that hasn’t happened but feels like it has. I 
know there’s no way things could’ve happened before 
yet I remember it. But how am I aware of remembering 
that I’ve experienced these events before? It’s like some 
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kind of circle or a wadded clump of knotted string, 
formed into a ball that loops and curves back on itself,” 
Alex stopped. 

Something was new. Something was... 

“Yes?” Nathan chuckled after Alex had been silent 
for more than a few moments. 

“Oh, um,” Alex blinked and tried to merge back with 
his timeline he had until that very moment convinced 
himself had been fixed and unalterable. He believed 
he had been phasing through consecutive sequences of 
time; time that had already been allocated and defined 
for him. The feeling of newness gave him pause. “Oh, 
yah, um, I remember something that hasn’t happened 
yet but then when it happens I’m aware that I... can 
feel myself... dreaming? If that makes sense?” 

“It doesn’t,” Nathan said. 

“Does that mean I’m a character in an earlier self’s 
dream? Or, I’ve considered this too, what if there are 
numerous realities that are all parallel to one another 
but are disjointed slightly at different moments of time; 
like tons of lanes on a highway and some of the vehicles 
are going faster and some are slower. Maybe I’m picking 
up information while I’m asleep of another lane that’s 
at a further point on the highway than I am. But that 
means that we never really make any choices because 
everything would be predetermined.” 

“Well, do you remember this conversation?” Nathan 
asked. 
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Alex sighed; for the first time in a long while, 
he wasn’t sure. It should’ve calmed him but instead 
a localized point in his brain sparked and popped in 
charged confusion; a fraternal twin of his constant 
existential anxiety. 

This acknowledgement of newness slunk along 
largely unnoticed and _ indistinct, disconnected 
from Alex’s implicit awareness by a porous barrier 
of stuttering and crackling brain chatter that his 
conscious mind had dismissed as being separate and 
unimportant. Misfiled, the feeling merely folded itself 
into the general anxiety that Alex called normal. The 
other part of his mind, the conscious awareness, was 
preoccupied with its usual loop. 

Am I actually remembering? 

Or am I hysterically grasping at thin wisps of self- 
constructed rationalizations in the delusional hope of 
convincing myself that I’m remembering? 

Rationalizing the denial of my insanity. 

Suddenly, Seth spoke: “What would you do if there 
were no consequences?” 

There was a woman standing beside Seth. She 
was surrounded by a black, viscous cloud that radiated 
a dark malevolence. As he stared at the impossible 
woman, the moment was imbued with a terrifying 
feeling of adjacency, of exception, of a departure from 
the loop that Alex had been so confident was incapable 
of being altered. Time slowed so much that the firing 
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off of frantic blasts of manic thoughts that were usually 
too numerous to differentiate were instead each given 
dedicated attention. Alex was aware of the sudden 
polarity of the uncertainty of possible choices and the 
static immutability of predestination. His mind birthed 
an image of two opposing armies that fired ineffectual 
volleys of contrary rationales at one another, which 
landed harmlessly around their intended targets. 

The woman looked over at Alex and seemed to be 
amused that he could see her. He saw her smile. Alex’s 
eyes began to shake back and forth in his head and his 
whole body began to stutter and vibrate. There was a 
harsh crescendo of grating noise and then, as quickly 
as the episode had begun, it vanished and the woman 
disappeared with it. 

“What?” Nathan laughed and it took Alex a few 
moments to realize that Nathan was addressing Seth 
and all that time he’d experienced had taken place 
inside the briefest section of time. “What do you mean 
by no consequences?” 

“I mean no consequences, or if there were they 
wouldn’t apply to you,” Seth said, flatly. 

“Probably drop kick my boss,” Alex said, trying to 
put some distance between himself and the last few 
moments, denying they had even taken place. “Maybe 
throw coffee on some of the customers in Drive-Thru.” 

“Would you kill someone?” Seth said, staring 
directly at Alex in a way that made his chest tight. 
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“Um, probably not,” Nathan said. “I mean, even if 
I could get away with it, I don’t think I could ever kill 
someone.” 

“Me neither,” Alex agreed. 

“Youre not at all curious about what it would feel 
like to snuff out a life?” Seth was still staring at Alex, 
but more like he was staring through him. 

There was a deadness in his eyes that unnerved 
Alex. 

“I can’t say that I have,” Alex replied softly. 

In the slight pause that followed, Seth resumed his 
anxious pacing. 

“Nevermind, I’m just .. .” Seth never finished, he 
just kind of trailed off and then Nathan laughed and 
started the .mp4 file for Troll 2. 
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HE WARM WATER FLOWED AROUND HER hair and 
down the nape of her neck, sliding down her 
shoulder blades and rushing down torso toward 
the grimy drain at her feet. She turned off the shower 
and grabbed the two hanging over the top of the glass 
door. On her way to the bedroom she passed Steven 
who was seated at his usual spot at the kitchen table. 
“Good morning,” Ava said. “Shouldn’t you be at 
work, Steven?” 
Ava shook her wet hair from side to side before 
putting it up in a towel. Steven didn’t answer. 
“Where’s Faith?” 
Steven didn’t answer. 
“Here, Faith! Where are you, Sweetie?” She saw 
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her laying lethargically on top of their television set. 

“How'd you get up there, honey?” 

The phone began to ring and her whole body 
erupted in anxious spasms that caused her to grit her 
teeth down again. The phone continued to ring as she 
poured herself a glass of water. 

“Stop!” She finally screamed at the phone. 

She downed her pills with the water and she pressed 
her eyes firmly closed, hoping that each cacophonous 
ring would be the last but after the seventh ring, Ava 
charged over to the phone and ripped the cord from the 
wall. 

The ringing stopped. 
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VA COULDN’T SENSE THE PERSON FOLLOWING 
her, nor did she know how closely they’d been 
tracking her. Ava had met up with her longtime 
friend and former colleague, Elizabeth, at a local 
restaurant on Corydon Avenue. 
“So there haven’t been any signs or anything?” 
Elizabeth inquired. 
“Not one,” Ava’s third beer was empty and she was 
waiting for the waitress to bring around a fourth. 
“You know, I could ask my husband if he’s heard 
anything down at the station. Maybe someone there 
will know something, though from the sounds of it, you 
may have just hit a stray.” 
“Steven said that too, but it doesn’t make it any 
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easier. Dogs are dogs and I feel so awful,” Ava said, 
absently fidgeting with the empty beer glass. 

“Well, you wouldn’t be the kind-hearted Ava I know 
if you didn’t feel awful,” Elizabeth said. 

“How’s work going?” Ava tried to steer the 
conversation elsewhere. 

“Decent. Quite busy and only twenty four hours in 
a day,” Elizabeth smiled. 

“Well that’s good,” Ava nodded, staring into her 
empty glass. 

“Ava, sweetie,” Elizabeth reached out to grasp both 
of Ava’s hands in hers. “Are you taking your meds?” 

“Elizabeth!” Ava craned her neck around to make 
sure no one had overheard; it appeared that no one had. 

“I’m just concerned is all,” Elizabeth said. 

“Well, Iam,” Ava said, taking her hands back and 
placing them awkwardly on her lap. “You don’t need to 
be concerned. I’m taking them.” 

Elizabeth silently nodded. “How are Steven and 
Faith?” 
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apartment, it had begun to rain. Ava had grabbed 
a free copy of a local newspaper from the red 
metal box just a few steps back from the sidewalk and 
used it as an umbrella as she raced back to the building. 

The little girl was no longer on the steps. 

Ava fumbled with her keys before attempting to 
unlock the lobby door with only one hand. She finally 
gave up and dropped the soggy paper to attempt the 
lock with both hands. As she entered the building she 
saw the elevator doors were open but were beginning 
to close. 

“Hold the elevator,” Ava called and immediately 
the doors stopped closing and pulled back to reveal 
the stoner in 501 who was staring at her with almost 
frightened eyes. 

“Hi,” he said nervously as the doors closed. 


Bor THE RESTAURANT PATIO AND THE 
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She nodded, silently. Even when she turned her 
back to him, she could feel his eyes on her. The thick, 
awkward silence made Ava cough nervously. 

She hadn’t remembered the elevator ever moving 
this slowly before. She adjusted her clothes anxiously 
while continuing to feel the stare of the man from 501 
behind her. 

The elevator doors opened and Ava hurried toward 
her apartment. The man from 501 followed at a fair 
distance behind her. She had her keys ready for when 
she reached the door and was quickly inside but 
before she could take her shoes off there was a gentle, 
apprehensive knock at her door. 

She attached the chain on the door before opening 
it. “Yah?” Sure enough, it was the kid from 501. 

“Um,” he looked intensely confused. “Okay, this 
may sound weird, but... are you okay?” 

“Of course, why wouldn’t I be?” 

“Right, of course. Of course,” he nodded as though 
he agreed that whatever he was thinking was ludicrous, 
even though Ava still had no idea what he was talking 
about. “Well?” 

“See, the thing is... there was a cop asking about 
you. He showed me a picture and he said...” 

“Yah?” 

“Well, he said you were dead,” the stoner from 501 
said. “Well, I’m obviously not,” Ava said. 

“Yah. Obviously,” he said flatly. “Are you high?” 
Ava asked. 

The kid from 501 looked at her like he was really 
thinking hard about it. “No?” 

Ava closed the door on him and locked the deadbolt. 
She finished taking off her wet shoes and went to find 
a towel to dry herself with. 
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“Steven, I’m home,” she called into the quiet 
apartment. “Faith, where are you, baby?” No one 
answered. 

“Steven?” 

The apartment was still and dark except for a few 
rays of dusty light streaming in from the gap between 
the blinds and the windowpane. 

“Faith?” She called again. 

As she moved into the kitchen, she saw Steven. He 
was sitting motionless at the table, staring forward. 

“Steven? Is there something wrong?” As she moved 
closer, Steven continued to stare forward, blankly. 

The phone began to ring and her body stiffened. 
The cord was still lying a good distance away from 
the input jack. Her eyes widened as she approached 
the phone and reluctantly picked up the receiver and 
placed it against her ear. 

<<ppfsst - oh my god, there’s aman... my neigh- 
pfstss- Wal- pffsfffst - please god, I think he killed 
them, I think he- pssststffffs-re’s another man here. He 
saved us but-psssfsft-e’s hurt. Oh god, is he dead?>> 

A gloved hand reached out to cover her mouth 
with a piece of white cloth. She flailed around in the 
intruder’s grasp as she attempted to scream but the 
gloved hand muffled most of the sound. She stretched 
out desperately for her husband as she reached her 
slender fingers to him but he remained still, motionless, 
staring forward. 

Her vision became blurred and her throat tight. 
Her mind exploded in anxious hysteria as she found 
herself growing weaker as the darkness building at the 
sides of her vision began to overtake her. 
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C C OKAY, UM, SO YOU’VE PLAYED OBLIVION and stuff, 
right?” Alex asked. 

“Nah. Mirrowind. Skyrim. Not Oblivion though. 
Missed that one,” Nathan said. 

“Yah, well, just games. Those style of games: RPG. 
You go around on quests and you can join up with guilds 
and stuff,” Alex kept raising his inflection at the end 
of the sentences and it was giving Nathan the giggles, 
which in turn gave Alex the giggles. “No. Shut up. You’re 
going to make me forget this.” 

“Okay, okay,” Nathan jokingly slapped the sides 
of his face and shook his head a few times. “Please, 
continue.” 

“We were...” 
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“RPGs,” Nathan prompted. 

“RPGs! Yes! Uh, so what if we are an RPG. Like, we 
can get into gangs... guilds... he gorunerrands... 
uh, quest chains!” Alex expressively spread his fingers. 

“What if we’re just doing a free-roam playthrough. 
Not doing any of the main-quests, but fucking around 
on mini-games and side-quests,” Nathan said and Alex’s 
mouth dropped open and his eyes grew comically wide 
and it gave Nathan another giggling fit. 

“Oh fuck!” Nathan stopped laughing and just stared 
directly into Alex’s eyes but neither’s glassy eyes could 
focus and they began squinting at one another and that 
caused another fit. “This Taipei Temple stuff is good 
shit.” 

“Right?” Alex giggled. “Too bad that’s all we have 
left until we hear back from Seth.” 

“Aimlessly roaming,” Nathan said and closed his 
eyes. “What’s so bad about that? I love just roaming 
around, checking out the map, seeing where everything 
is.” 

“Now, if only we had comprehensive walkthroughs,” 
Alex raised an eyebrow. 

“Isn’t that religion?” Nathan smirked. 

Alex mimed his head exploding. 

“You know, this is a little too deep for me right now,” 
Nathan said. “Let’s watch Sesame Street or something.” 

“Fraggle Rock!” Alex was already up to the television 
to change the input to the feed from their computer. 
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There was a knock at the door that caused Alex’s 
body to spasm as though he’d been stabbed with a cattle 
prod. 

“That’s probably just Seth,” Nathan said dismissively 
but Alex’s heart rate was still racing and he hadn’t yet 
moved any of his muscles again. 

There was another knock, this time slightly more 
forceful, but enough to make them stare anxiously at 
one another. 

Nathan raced to the door to see the optically 
warped and elongated body of the superintendent of 
the apartment building. 

“Phillips,” his muffled voice called from the other 
side of the door. 

Alex stared anxiously at the closed door and in an 
instant was mesmerized by the peeling wall paint that 
ran along the spine of the doorframe. He wanted to 
reach out and flick the brittle, curling paint. 

Phillips knocked again and Alex’s body tensed, 
his shoulders near his ears. Nathan rushed around 
the apartment trying to hide the rolling papers and 
the pipes and the grainy remains of their stash on the 
living room table while all Alex could do was stare at 
the door. 

Fuck! How long has Phillips been waiting on the 
other side of that door? 

“Tl be right there,” Nathan called from the far end 
of the apartment for effect. 
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He grabbed an aerosol can of air freshener and did 
a few quick, wide laps around the apartment. 

Alex was just blinking, mutely. 

“Do you think we’re good?” Nathan asked but Alex 
just stared at him. 

Nathan opened the door to see a displeased looking 
Phillips holding some kind of dirty box. 

“Afternoon, Mr. Phillips,” Nathan said. 

Phillips gruffly dropped the dirty box into Nathan’s 
unready hands and he fumbled with it before cradling 
it awkwardly and resting down on the couch cushion. 
Before he knew exactly what he was just given Phillips 
turned to leave. 

Alex blinked silently at Nathan with an expression 
that meant: what the fuck is even going on right now? 

“Um, Mr. Phillips,” Nathan said quickly before he’d 
gone completely. “What is this?” 

Phillips rolled his eyes. 

“What do you mean? Your fucking name is on that 

box.” 
“It is?” Nathan squinted and stared away, thinking. 
“Ain’t you Alex?” Phillips pointed at him. “You left 
your box outside in the mud by the river. Your name is 
etched into the base.” 

“Yes, uh, yes it is. My name is in the base,” Alex 
had stepped over to the couch and was examining the 
ornate, but muddy, wooden box. 

It was rectangular wooden box with an intricately 
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carved depiction of a dragon that wrapped around the 
box, swallowing its own tail. 

“If it’s junk, throw it out. But if you want to keep 
your shit, don’t leave it lying around. This is your only 
warning,” Phillips said, darkly. 

“Yes sir!” Alex nodded, cradling the muddy box in 
his arms. 

Phillips left and Nathan went to close the door 
behind him. 

“What the fuck was that all about,” Nathan threw 
his head back and shook his shoulders out. “Did that 
just fucking happen? What the fuck?” 

Alex couldn’t speak. He just cradled the ornate 
wooden box in his arm in a confused stupor switching 
his focus between the box in his arms and the seemingly 
identical one sitting in its usual place on the bookshelf 
between the board games and his collection of Philip K. 
Dick novels. 
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AKE PHILLIPS STEPPED LAZILY TOWARDS the elevator 

and pressed the button for the second floor; his 

floor. He felt himself grinding his teeth. 

I should never have told that bitch about the garden. 
He thought darkly. It better not have been Nancy that 
had left the door unlocked. 

The elevator doors opened to reveal a man in 
his early thirties and a young girl. The man smiled a 
weak hello and Phillips returned a halfhearted smile 
of his own, that one that politicians always make when 
their sordid sex scandals are revealed and they have 
to go on television to apologize to the nation for their 
indiscretions. Phillips stepped on the elevator and 
turned to face away from them. They slid slowly down 
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the next three floors in silence. 

When the doors opened and he stepped out, Jake 
heard the girl whisper: “That man is scary.” 

Jake smiled. 

“Aurora!” The man said sternly, but quietly. “That’s 
not very nice.” 

The doors closed behind him and he walked the 
rest of the way to the apartment and as he walked in, 
it was the department store bag on the couch that Jake 
noticed first. “God damn.” 

He opened up the bag and fished out the receipt 
and his eyes narrowed. He could hear sounds of her 
making dinner in the kitchen. 

“What the fuck is this?” “What?” 

She was making spaghetti. She always made 
spaghetti. 

Jake burst into the kitchen holding the receipt like 
it was contagious. 

“Oh,” she flinched as he neared. “When I was out 
with Maryanne today there was this sale on this blouse 
and I-“ 

“You thought you’d use my credit card to bu-“ “No. 
No! Well, yes. In the moment but I-“ “You used my card, 
you bitch!” 

“I did. But just because I had changed purses and 
I had left my wallet at home but I still had the extra 
credit card in the glove compartme-“ 

He shushed her and grabbed her face his hand, 
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covering her mouth with his palm. 

“I don’t care, this is my money. You’re using my 
money. Don’t use my fucking money,” he stared into her 
eyes and he could feel her jaw quivering and her eyes 
tearing up. 

“Okay? Do you understand?” He started to forcefully 
nod her head up and down for her. “Yes you do.” 

He dropped his hand away from her face and backed 
out of the kitchen, still staring at her. He only turned 
away after he’d sat down on the couch and turned on 
the television. 

“How much longer is supper?” Jake asked, not 
looking away from the tv. 

She started to answer but her voice cracked and 
she started again, a little bit louder. 

“Not long now,” she said. “Maybe another fifteen 
minutes.” 

“l’m pretty hungry, Nance,” Jake said in a tone that 
meant: speed it the fuck up. 
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AKE STEPPED UP TO ROOM 302 and knocked on the 
door. 
“Who is it?” An uneasy voice answered. 

“Me,” Phillips said. 

He heard the sound of the chain lock jingling and 
then the deadbolt turning over. Seth Brock’s left eye 
appeared in the slit between the door and the doorframe. 

“I guess you don’t want your stuff?” Phillips rolled 
his eyes impatiently. 

“No, no. I do.” Seth opened the door wider and 
motioned for Jake to enter. “Sorry, I’m just... I’m a bit 
distracted.” 

Seth’s hair was matted and he looked like he’d been 
wearing the same clothes for quite a while already. 
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“Anything going on I should be concerned about?” 
Phillips said as he entered. 

“No. Nothing,” Seth sniffed nervously and put his 
anxious hands in his pockets. 

Jake looked him up and down but Seth wouldn’t 
make eye contact. Jake’s eyes narrowed. 

“Listen, if you’re fucked, I don’t want you selling. 
Little shits like you, they get pinched and squeal like a 
fucking pig.” 

Jake started for the door but Seth grabbed his arm. 

“No, man. Nothing like that. Just some personal 
stuff ’'m... you know what, it’s my problem. I’ll deal 
with it. You don’t have to worry.” 

“I better not,” Jake stared him down and then 
opened up his backpack placed some plastic bags of 
marijuana, each with a different colour sticker, onto 
Seth’s coffee table. “Red is Kritical Kush, blue is Stoner’s 
Delight, and yellow Matchbox 420.” Jake said pointing 
to three bags on the table. 

“Horrible game?” Seth questioned the air beside 
him quietly. 

“What?” Jake gave him a look as though Seth had 
shit himself and that Jake could smell it. 

Seth’s furrowed brow and the tightness in the 
corners of his mouth accented his anxious eyes that 
darted around the room, suspiciously. 

“Hey kid, seriously. What the fuck! Are you okay or 
not?” Jake looked into Seth’s face until their eyes met. 
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“You okay?” 

Seth nodded. 

“You sure?” 

Seth nodded again. 

Jake turned to go but felt a tug on shirt and he 
whipped around ready to punch the kid. 

“You wanna chill for a bit,” Seth said meekly. 
“Maybe smoke a little.” 

Jake relaxed his aggressive stance and rolled his 
eyes so exaggeratedly that it looked like his whole body 
was doing it. 

“Fuck no.” 
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LEX STARED ANXIOUSLY AT THE PAIR of wooden 
boxes. 
Nathan was playing Metal Gear Solid 3 and 
smoking the last little bit of weed they had. 
Snake was firing off rounds from an assault riffle 
at that particular level’s boss: the Fury. 
“That guy scares the fuck out of me,” Nathan said. 
Alex was still staring at the matching boxes on the 
counter in front of him. One was caked with patches of 
dried mud and the pale, brittle strands of dead grass 
but, other than that, to Alex they looked identical. 
“Alex,” Nathan called and Alex jumped. 
“What?” 
“Phillips,” Nathan said. “Isn’t he fucking scary?” 
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“Uh, yah. Super fucking scary.” 

Nathan found an opportunity to get Snake far 
enough away from the Fury to pause the game, just in 
case he got a few lucky shots on Snake if he resumed 
the game in an unsafe place. Nathan motioned for Alex 
to pass him the pipe. 

Alex leaned over and picked the pipe off the edge 
of the couch. He opened the grinder and sighed before 
loading a bowl for Nathan and passing it to him. 

“There’s not very much left.” 

There was the sound of the TARDIS starting up and 
Nathan pointed in the direction of the door, excitedly: 
“Seth!” 

“Who is it?” Alex asked. He knew it was Seth but 
he never opened the door without asking anyway. 

“Seth.” 

Alex unlocked the door and Seth entered and he 
looked even more crazed than before. Seth wouldn’t 
look at him and just timidly passed around Alex to 
enter. There were two bright flashes a few seconds 
apart from one another where he was sure that he saw 
a woman standing beside Seth. The whole duration she 
starred darkly at Alex as though she were surprised 
that he could see her. 

Alex screamed and Nathan turned in his chair to 
call out: “You okay?” 

Seth still wouldn’t make eye contact. 

“Uh, yah,” Alex said, unconvincingly. 
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After those two brief flashes the woman didn’t 
return but Alex continued to stare at Seth and the space 
around him, waiting for her to ominously burst into 
existence once again. 

Seth opened his backpack and placed a plastic bag 
of weed with a yellow sticker on the counter. He didn’t 
wait for Alex or Nathan to pay him, he just nodded 
meekly and left. 

Nathan was confusedly blinking and while his 
attention was averted the Fury managed to get enough 
shots on Snake that he’d killed him. 

“Fuck!” Nathan dropped the controller into his lap 
angrily. 

He then reached over for the grinder and the new 
bag of Taipei Temple. 

“That was fucking weird, right?” Alex said. 
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HE SOUND OF HIS HAND CONNECTING with her 
face made a wet smack while the force of it sent 
her into the wall. 
“What the fuck did I just say?” Jake picked her up 
by the throat and stood her up. 
Nancy tried to choke out a response but before she 
could Jake slapped the side of her face again. 
“No. You shut up, bitch,” he barked. “What the fuck 
is this?” 
Jake flicked the lace of her blouse with the hand 
that wasn’t pressing her to the wall by her neck. 
“A s-s-shi-“ 
Jake slapped her again before she could finish. 
“A shirt. A fucking shirt, Nancy. The other stuff 
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wasn’t enough?” 

“I can explain,” Nancy said, hoarsely. 

“Okay, let’s hear it,” he relaxed his grip on her and 
took a step back and folded his arms, raising his posture 
to make himself even taller. 

“F-F-Faith,” she stuttered. 

“Faith? That psychic bitch made you buy this?” Jake 
said. 

In a dark tone under his breath he added: “Karma’s 
a bitch, eh?” 

“S-she invited me to an event and I used my own 
money,” 

“Your what? I’m sorry, your what?” Jake slapped 
her again. “No! You only have that card to access that 
money when I say you can access it but it is not your 
money, bitch. All of that is my money that I’m letting 
you use.” 

“But I-“ 

“But nothing,” Jake said. “That’s my money and-“ 

“IT could go to the fucking cops,” she said in an 
uncharacteristically solid voice. 

He slapped her and pointed an aggressive finger 
into her face. 

“No!” He kept the finger there until she lowered 
her eyes and was silent. “You fucking cunt. I should’ve 
never taken your diseased ass off the street. I should’ve 
left you sucking those old sweaty cocks for money. 
You’re lucky anyone wants a greasy cum dumpster like 
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“ 


yo 

He was sure that Nancy hadn’t been holding a 
knife. When he’d held her against the wall and when 
he’d looked into her teary, terrified eyes she had not 
been holding a knife. 

Still, Nancy thrust the knife into his face, entering 
his skull through his left eye socket and into his brain. 
He only had a few momentary flashes of awareness of 
unfocused confusion before the nothingness took him. 
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MISS 
AMBROSIA SKYE 


BOVE THE DOOR TO APARTMENT 406 was a hand- 
painted sign that read: 


Miss Gmbrosia Bkye 


TAROT IREADIINGS - PALIMISTRY - ASTROLOGY 


The building superintendent hadn’t told her to take 
it down yet but she’d only been running her services out 
of her apartment for a little over a month. The living 
room was staged with dreamcatchers and occult themed 
novelties and with various kind of incense and a set of 
ebony bookends that depicted the busts of two thick, 
angry serpents barring their venomous fangs. It made 
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it look like one large two headed snake had burrowed a 
hole through books between the two black sculptures. 
She’d installed new bulbs that were on a dimmer that 
didn’t require any electrical rewiring as she assumed 
the superintendent wouldn’t appreciate her doing any 
unofficial renovations to her suite. She finished the 
room off with a beaded curtain that separated the rest 
of the apartment for Miss Ambrosia Skye’s parlour. 

Miss Ambrosia Skye was sitting at her kitchen table 
before a tarot card spread while Mr. and Mrs. Everett 
sat facing her. Mr. Everett’s body language indicated 
it was Mrs. Everett who had brought them there that 
night. She, however, was leaned in tightly against the 
table on her elbows with an expectant smile. 

Miss Ambrosia drew another card from the deck 
and stared at it intently for effect. She squinted and bit 
her lip as she lay the card down; feigning apprehension 
that she hoped was subtle enough not to be comedic but 
it looked like Mrs. Everett was eating it up. 

Mr. Everett’s crossed arms were already an obvious 
indicator of his disdain for Mrs. Everett’s belief in the 
persona that was Miss Ambrosia Skye. 

“Is it bad?” Mrs. Everett’s voice rose as she somehow 
leaned in even more. 

“It’s the Tower card,” Skye said in a purposely 
ambiguous tone. 

“Is it bad?” 

“Well ... the Tower card is kind of like the Death 
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card-“ 

Mrs. Everett gasped. 

“-in that it’s a card of destructive and creative 
power. Just like a building that is condemned must be 
torn down to make way for something new, so too is 
the purpose of the Tower card,” Skye finished. “Is there 
something that you’re holding on to that you need to let 
go of before you can move on?” 

“That’s funny! It’s funny, isn’t it, David?” She 
slapped her husband with her clutch and rolled her 
eyes. “See, I told him. The kitchen.” 

“The kitchen?” Skye couldn’t contain her surprise 
and wondered if her face was making that what-the- 
ever-living-fuck face that she made. 

David Everett scoffed and tightened his arms 
around his torso and uncrossed his legs and then 
crossed them again. 

“T’ve wanted to knock out the kitchen wall for years 
and make it open to the living room so that it’s more of 
an open concept thing. David always thought it was too 
expensive but if that’s what the cards are telling you.” 

“Well,” Skye paused. “The cards are only speaking 
of change and renewa-“ 

“Yah, like renovating our kitchen,” Mrs. Everett 
interrupted. “Oh, ’m so glad the cards want us to 
change the kitchen. That’s gonna look so nice.” 

Mr. Everett disdainfully snorted air out his nose 
and Skye could see his jaw clenching down. 


267 


FTER THE TAROT READING, THEY’D BOTH Said their 
goodbyes. Although Mr Everett’s goodbye was 
more of a dismissive eyeroll than a goodbye. 

They left Skye alone in her apartment. She turned 
the news on while she started to make tea. 

“The Winnipeg Police Service needs your help in 
discovering the identity of a body that was pulled from 
the Red River late last night-“ 

There was a knock at the door. 

“Well that was fast,” Sabrina laughed, pointing at 
the sign as Skye let her in. 

Sabrina took a seat at the kitchen table that also 
double as Skye’s tarot reading table. 

“T see you even have asign over your door?” She made 
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it sound like a question but it was more of a statement. 
“Have you even gotten that many customers?” 

“You wouldn’t believe how many!” Skye smirked as 
she sipped her tea. “I put the sign up, paid for a few 
classy looking ads and a flashy website I made myself 
and I’ve had quite a few clients.” 

“You have a website?” 

“Yah, it’s super easy. I just started a blog and then 
customized it enough to look legit and then bought a 
domain name for about twelve bucks. Boomers are 
eating this shit up,” Skye laughed. 


269 


ATHAN LEVY STEPPED OUT OF HIS BEDROOM and 

into the greater apartment where Alex was 

sitting on the beanbag chair, their low-income 
version of a second couch, reading a book. Alex was 
completely dressed for his shift. Nathan looked at the 
clock; it was just after 6 a.m. 

“Fuck,” Nathan sighed. 

“Oh this is nothing, Nathan,” Alex laughed, not 
looking up from his book. “On days when I open the 
store I have to be there for 5:30.” 

“Oh, you'll appreciate this,” Nathan said groggily 
pulling open the fridge door and pulling out a bag 
of shredded cheese. “I had a crazy dream that I was 
walking through he foyer of this massive hotel and all 
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these people are standing around. As I came closer, 
I saw they were filming some kind of entertainment 
show and then suddenly the two hosts recognize me 
and start waving me over. They pulled me in front of 
the teleprompter and one of them whispers that I’d be 
fine or something like that.” 

Nathan had a handful of shredded cheese and 
tossed it in to his open mouth. 

“So this camera guy starts counting me down, 
right? And then the intro music plays but there’s nothing 
on the teleprompter.” 

“That’s crazy,” Alex said, still reading. 

“That’s not the crazy part,” Nathan said through 
another mouthful of shredded cheese. “I heard someone 
laughing at the back of the crowd and then suddenly 
the teleprompter whirs to life only it’s not words it the 
Dance Dance Revolution arrows and I’m like what the 
actual fuck, right? So, abruptly, the two hosts rush back 
on stage and one of them rips the microphone away 
from me and everyone was laughing. Like, what the 
fuck?” 

“That’s nuts,” Alex said and then closed his book. 
“Actually, I think I’m remembering pieces of a dream 
myself.” 

Alex paused, looking up at nothing; though to 
Nathan it looked like Alex might have been trying to 
strain his eyes to look inside his own head. 

Alex finally continued: “I remember something 
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about like a dark cloud, or something like that, trying 
to kill me but like when I was a baby .. . or something. 
I was still living in this apartment though .. . oh and 
then I’m an adult and at some kind of party and you 
were there but you left for some reason. I was standing 
in this group of people who somehow look like they’re 
black and white from the 1930s. Then this weird 
explorer dude starts talking to me about how ‘good and 
evil are playing a game of tag’... but that’s all I got. 
Pieces. Oh wait, that guy told me: ‘Eight is often evil. 
But doesn’t have to be.’ Whatever the fuck that means.” 

“Dreams are weird,” Nathan resumed stuffing 
shredded cheese into his mouth in silence until Alex 
remembered the book he’d been reading. 

“Oh, Nathan,” Alex said excitedly opening to one 
of the dog-eared pages. “‘What if some day or night a 
demon were to steal after you in your loneliest loneliness 
and say to you: ‘this life as you now live it and have 
lived it, you will live once more and innumerable times 
more’. Would you not throw yourself down and gnash 
you teeth and curse the demon who spoke thus? Or have 
you once experienced a tremendous moment when you 
would have answered him: ‘you are a god and never 
have I hard anything more divine’.” 

“Trippy,” Nathan swallowed more cheese. 

“I love Nietzsche,” Alex closed the book again and 
placed it on his lap. “What do you think, Nathan? Demon 
or god?” 
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“Right now?” Nathan paused. “I think god. I mean, 
I have a wonderful girlfriend, a roof over my head, a 
handful of shredded cheese at six in the morning; life 
is good.” 
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ISS AMBROSIA SKYE HELD THE BAG of groceries 

tightly in her arms as she walked down the 

cracked cement walkway leading up to the 
apartment building. Fingers of discoloured, dying 
grass reached out through the zigzagging fractures in 
the grey cement. A little girl was sitting on the steps 
rocking back for forth. 

“Seven will die. Only one will survive,” the girl 
stared forward, not acknowledging Skye as she fumbled 
with her keys. 

When she entered her apartment, she began 
putting away her groceries but not before she turned 
on the news. 

“was found early yesterday morning after a 
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voluntary search and rescue team our of Lockport, 
Manitoba found the Winnipeg man who is grateful to 
be alive.” 

Skye absently listened to the sound of the anchors 
voices but not so much their content. That was until the 
anchor’s disembodied voice told her that only one of the 
eight members of a family driving to Ontario survived 
a collision on Highway 3. 

It made her stop breathing and she only realized 
it when she had to gasp. Skye had Nancy come up right 
away. 

“So you think this little girl can tell the future?” 

At first she hadn’t been that serious but when she’d 
opened the door she instantly saw how hard Nancy 
was trying to cover her black eye with makeup. She 
didn’t want to bring it up before Nancy was ready to 
talk about it so they went on talking about the weird 
synchronicity of the girl rocking back and forth on the 
steps and the collision on the news. 

Skye noticed Nancy’s ragged, tense breathing that 
affected her voice, making it sound shaky and hoarse. 
Skye just listened. Nancy revealed details about her 
time living on the street. Skye tried to empathize and 
told Nancy about her own experience growing up in an 
orphanage and aging out. Her father had been murdered 
when Skye was only a baby. Skye had learned later that 
her mother was in fact still alive, though she had no 
desire to reconnect with someone who could discard 
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their child as she felt her mother had. 

Eventually, after the fifth drink, Nancy asked Skye 
to do a reading for her. Normally, Skye wouldn’t do a 
reading for someone who was so obviously distressed. 
She was pretty loaded though and was confidently 
shuffling her cards while reassuring Nancy that the 
cards were on her side. 

With the very first card, she got Nancy to reveal 
that Jake was abusing her. She posed vague open 
ended questions to Nancy but both of them had started 
smoking weed too and then the questions became more 
pointed. All pretense dropped away shortly after and 
Nancy flat-out told her about Jake’s grow-op in a false 
room in the basement of the apartment building. 

Once the reading was done and Nancy seemed to 
realize what she’d just done, she started sucking in 
fast, panicked breaths. Skye tried to calm her down 
by telling her that she’d call the police but that was 
pushing her further into hysteria. Skye desperately 
wanted Nancy to be in a happier state and so shared 
some of her MDMA with her. She’d been saving the 
MDMA for a Chris Komus show later that month but 
Skye saw Nancy needed it now. 

The love began to flow and they continued to talk 
about Jake and how he deserved to go away forever. At 
first, Skye said she’d just call the police anonymously 
but then Nancy came up with a plan to go down to the 
basement and photograph the garden and they could 
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anonymously send the image to the police through the 
internet. That plan seemed to assure Nancy until she 
actually had to go to the garden at which point another 
wave of overwhelming panic knocked her back in her 
seat. 

“I’m way too high,” Nancy said. “’m... I’m done. 
Lcan't.” 

“You don’t have to be scared, Nancy. We’re gonna get 
him. He’s not gonna hurt you. They’re not gonna trace it 
back and I’m gonna...” Skye paused and realized that 
the room was spinning and it might not be a good idea 
that she was enthusiastically throwing herself into. 

Skye took her digital camera and headed down to 
the basement. It was pretty late and there was no one 
in the halls or the elevator when she went down. She 
found no one by the door to the basement either. She 
hadn’t noticed it before when she’d been down there 
but when Nancy had told her where the false wall was 
it was actually pretty obvious. Skye never once thought 
the basement concealed a secret room. 

I’m all Nancy Drew up in this bitch. 

But she wasn’t being as quiet and stealthy as her 
chemically compromised mind was trying to make her 
believe. Her body tried to slide open the false wall and 
enter the room and didn’t hear Jake rushing up behind 
her. He shoved her into the wall hard. She collapsed 
onto the floor, wheezing. 

She absently heard Jake swearing at her and she 
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felt him hit her a few times. 

Then, she was mostly floating in and out of 
consciousness. She vaguely remembered the sensation 
of being loaded into the backseat of a vehicle and then 
the steady pulsing of light as each streetlamp zipped 
by above her. Her head was swimming and she couldn’t 
tell if they were stopped or not but then the door opened 
and Jake took her out by the throat. She weakly slapped 
at his arm but everything felt terrifyingly numb. They 
walked for awhile and then she heard the sound of a 
car engine humming in time with the rising sound of 
its tires grinding against asphalt. 

Jake threw her in front of the car as it passed and 
she instantly felt bones in her arms and chest crack 
and splinter as she connected with front grill of the 
SUV. She was terrifyingly aware and lucid as she rolled 
under the first set of wheels. She felt more bones 
splinter as the rear wheels crunched over her. There 
was a brutal tug against her torso accompanied by the 
sound of screeching ties and the dull red glow of the 
SUVs break lights. 

Her intestines were spilling out the holes in her 
skin. It looked so odd. Like tubes of uncooked sausage. 
There was an oozing purple organ lying just outside the 
tattered holes slashed across her torso. Grainy pebbles 
of dirt were ground deep into the skin of the organ, 
whichever organ it was. Skye still wasn’t sure. She 
noticed there was a discarded bus transfer stuck to the 
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side of the organ. She tried to move her arms to remove 
the bus transfer from her unnamed organ but found she 
couldn’t move anything. 

She couldn’t even scream. 

There’s dirt on my insides. She realized hysterically. 
There’s dirt on my insides. 

A car door opened and a woman she thought she 
recognized rounded the back of the SUV. 

Skye tried to scream for help but her chest was 
crushed. 

Absently, Skye heard the sound of a trunk opening. 
When the woman turned to face her, she was holding a 
tire iron. 


279 


280 


ALEX 


WHAT DID THE TWO TAMPONS SAy to each other?” 

Nathan had one more place he was going to try 

and buy some weed since they hadn’t heard from 
Seth. Alex, however, wanted to be dropped off at the 
apartment before Nathan continued on his search. 

“I’m not sure. What?” 

Alex was distractedly thinking about the search 
for weed so far. Nathan had dragged him out to some 
random party at a house off of Stafford. Alex had been 
feeling the bright apprehension lighting up his mind 
the very moment that Nathan had told him their next 
stop on the search would be a party. 

Thinking back, Alex couldn’t be sure if everyone 
seemed unfriendly because they were or that he’d 
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already been prepping himself for everyone to be awful. 
Though no one had made an attempt to acknowledge 
that he even existed. 

Alex had sat down in a circle of people that had 
formed in the large room adjacent to the one in which 
Nathan was chatting with his supposed hook-up. The 
circle was passing around a pretty large pipe. When it 
came for the person to Alex’s right to pass the pipe to 
him, the man instead reached awkwardly around Alex, 
over Alex’s shoulders and neck, and all the way over to 
the person on the other side of Alex. 

There was no possible way he could engage in 
conversation with anyone because it was just a gossip 
circle about people that Alex had never met. 

He’d stared benignly out at nothing until Nathan 
came to get him and let him know that they weren’t 
going to get any weed there and were going to try yet 
another place. 

After that, Alex was done. 

He’d rather wait longer to hear back from Seth. 

“They’re both stuck up cunts!” Nathan said but 
didn’t get the response from Alex he was hoping for. 

He said again; a little louder. “‘Cause they’re both 
stuck up cunts.” 

“Oh fuck! Gossip!” Alex said it so abruptly and so 
loudly that Nathan’s whole body had jolted in his seat. 

“What?” Nathan said settling back into the driver’s 
seat. 
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“Gossip,” Alex looked over excitedly at Nathan. 

“What about it?” 

“Gossip is how we let everyone know the plot 
points. That’s how people know what the ongoing story 
of Earth is. News. Gossip. It’s all so that we are on the 
same page with the plot and the systems that force us 
to share our experience of reality in the same way,” 
Alex said. 

“What?” Nathan was glad he’d already pulled up to 
the apartment and slowed to a stop. 

“It made more sense in my head,” Alex laughed. 
“’'m fucking tired and I just want some fucking weed.” 

They both laughed and Alex headed up to the 
apartment while Nathan went off to continue the 
search. 
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LEX CLOSED HIS JOURNAL AS NATHAN entered the 
room. 
“Oh my god, I just had the weirdest dream,” 
Alex said and stood up to grab a drink from the fridge. 
When Nathan returned, he had taken the chair in front 
of the television and Alex took his usual seat on the 
couch. “And I had a daughter.” 
“A daughter?” 
“Yah, weird, right?” 
“You were sleeping?” 
“’m fucking tired, man.” 
“T feel you,” Nathan slumped down beside Alex. 
<<This is it>> The ad’s narrator spoke in a low, 
gruff, raspy, unoriginal voice. <<Four seasons of 
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intrigue, betrayal, and their brutal consequences have 
brought us to the shocking series finale where no one 
can be trusted>> 

There were some quick cuts of attractive (mostly 
white) characters in an even mix of military gear and 
lab coats. 

<<Chase, I’m not going to leave you>> A full figured 
woman, in a lab coat reached out dramatically from a 
dynamically lit security door as it closed; needlessly 
slowly. 

<<You already have>> The male model in a brush 
cut said and squinted a face Alex assumed had been 
intended as impactful but instead came off as comedic. 

“Meh,” Nathan said and pulled himself off the 
couch to check the fridge. 

<<Only eight subjects remain. Seven will die. Only 
one will survive>> 

“My money’s on the butler,” Alex laughed. 

<<The series finale of the Emerson Project. Sunday 
at 9 / 8 central>> 

Nathan was still rummaging around in the fridge 
and Alex started to channel surf. 

“Why is there nothing good on?” 

“Because we’re not high,” Nathan laughed with his 
face in the fridge. 

“Still no luck?” Laura stepped in the living room. 

Laura and Nathan shared the other bedroom in the 
apartment and it was a rare night when Laura actually 
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had time to spend with them. Lately she’d been so 
consumed by studies that she rarely left their room 
other than to go to class or her shifts at the pet store. 

Nathan pulled his head out of the fridge and saw 
Laura. 

“Sorry, what?” 

“Still no luck? She repeated. 

Nathan shook his head. “And no food either. Wanna 
go out?” 

“Pizza?” Alex said. He was done with being out. 
He’d already had enough of people and was finding 
solace in only having one day left in his 8-shift work 
week. Some of them were only 4-hour shifts but he still 
hated expending all the emotional energy; especially 
for one 4-hour chunk out of what would’ve been an 
otherwise decent day. 

“Yah,” Laura agreed. “Pizza, please.” 

“I’m outvoted,” Nathan raised his arms up in 
defeat. “I’ll call.” 

Laura came to sit beside Alex on the couch. 

The television was showing a commercial for a new 
video game and Alex turned to Laura: “These games are 
getting so intricate that the cinema scenes are playable. 
Like, I mean, where there would’ve been cinema scenes 
in an earlier game you can actually keep playing. The 
other characters talk to you and everything like they 
would’ve in a cut-scene but before it was text and, 
yes, later there were sound clips of the dialogue. But 
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now, your character can keep moving far away from 
the person talking to him. In some well programmed 
games, the voices of the people you’re talking to will get 
quieter or the NPCs get annoyed at you for leaving them 
and will make extra comments about your character 
being rude or something like that. It’s fucking nuts now. 
It’s all so intricate.” 

“That’s so intricate,” Laura agreed. 

“The graphics are getting so realistic that there’s 
this new game that allows NPCs to perform complex 
facial movements to mimic the emotions based on 
how your character reacts with them. It’s set in like 
1940s Los Angeles or something and it sounds super 
expansive. You have to watch the characters faces to 
see if they’re lying or not. I mean, facial expressions. 
Fucking facial expressions! Did you ever think that back 
playing Legend of Zelda for N64 we’d have games where 
you’d have characters make fucking facial expressions?! 
And blinking doesn’t count. I know they did that in 
older games but that’s just the same sprite with the 
eyes closed in a frame or two. Fuckin’ nuts.” 

“Nuts,” Laura said. 

There was silence for a few moments and more 
commercials played until Nathan returned and took a 
seat beside Laura. 

“Pizza is ordered,” Nathan said. 

Alex passed the remote to Nathan to see if he would 
have better luck. As Alex leaned against the armrest, he 


289 


OUROBOROS - HAPPINESS IN SLAVERY - ALEX 


saw one of his old notebooks. It was a blue notebook 
from the mid-part of the 2000s; most likely 2006 or 
2007. 


Wie be in This mindbess cycle oF 


consumerism. We work To buy more 
Sfupp Te pile he houses we only use 
Te sleep in andthe caro drive us 
Te and prom Wore. 


Im remembering more of my 


pelure dreams. 


Alex stopped reading like he’d been slapped in the 
mouth. 

Had I been aware of the future dreams that far 
back? He tried to think about the first instance he’d 
remembered events that hadn’t happened yet but could 
feel himself at the edge of the rabbit hole again and 
coughed and shut the notebook shut. 

“You okay?” Laura asked gently. 

“Oh, yes,” Alex lied and rushed back to his room. He 
closed the door and began paging frantically through 
his dozens of old journals to see how early it was that 
he started dreaming about future events. 
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LEX HAD SPENT HOURS POURING through journal 

after journal, encountering more and more of 

the thoughts that he had been trying to escape 
by sealing them away in their pages. Now, Alex was 
reading again the thoughts he’d tried to silence. It was 
overwhelming to consume them all so fast and so raw. 
He eventually found a doodle of a hollow man with 
another man living inside his head and words written 
beside it connected with a manically scrawled arrow: 


Immediately, Alex felt his throat tighten. That was 
how he felt. 
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A meat puppet. 

For as long as he could remember Alex had felt like 
he was watching events from somewhere else, as if he 
were behind somehow. Yet Alex was unsure that he’d 
always felt that way or when it had changed if it hadn’t. 
It felt to him as though he were an external entity 
looking through the eyes of Alex. 

Anxiety erupted in his head and he tried frantically 
to find another note that would take his mind off the 
realization of his feeling of separateness. 

He found a solid line in blue ink starting with a 
date: 100,OOOBCE 

The line lower on the left side rose steadily upward 
as it made its way to the right side of the page. Every 
now and then there were a few ticks drawn along the 
line. 


Chamanisn Vobot heism. Monat heism. AT heism 


Below was written: 


Home Sapiens wre 3/ il evolving. 


His thoughts could not escape that terrifying 
drawing of the man inside another hollow man’s head. 

If I’m not really my body, then where does my 
consciousness come from? Isit some kind of transmission? 
Is my meat puppet a receiver? 
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A sound in the living room pulled Alex’s attention 
away but didn’t diminish his anxiety. 

He looked at the clock by his bed and it was just 
after 3am. 

He opened the door but the living room was dark. 
Laura and Nathan were already asleep. 

Alex wondered if it was a burglar but then for a 
split second he remembered her and whispered into the 
darkness: “Emerald? uh, Gwen?” 

And then that feeling faded and the anxiety 
returned. 

What if the architects of reality are monitoring what 
I’m thinking and they know I’m questioning my reality 
and they want to stop me before I reveal what’s behind 
the curtain. Maybe they’re here to kill me? 

Alex finally managed to flick on the nearest switch, 
which happened to be the kitchen light. It divided the 
apartment into distinct pockets of light and shadow. The 
dark made shapes that Alex’s mind quickly interpreted 
to be unfriendly and malevolent. He raced back into his 
room without turning off the kitchen light. He swung 
the door closed behind him as quickly as he could 
without causing a riotous boom that Laura and Nathan 
would definitely hear in the other room. He leaped on 
to his bed and pulled the covers over himself. 

He had to be up in a few hours to get ready for his 
next shift. 
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HEN NATHAN FINALLY BOUGHT SOME WEED, 

he also brought back six hits of acid. At first 

Alex had been apprehensive but Nathan’s 
eagerness and Seth’s previous recommendation and 
the fact that he had the following night free. Part of 
him was tired and had wanted to sleep, but he’d napped 
after his shift anyway. 

“How do I look?” Alex asked. 

The sun had disappeared behind the Winnipeg 
skyline and all that was left was the posthumous glow 
that lit up the buildings on the opposite riverbank. 

“Like Alex,” Nathan said. 

“Is that a good or bad thing?” 

“Dude, it’s a good thing. Relax. Don’t think about it 
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too much. Just let it happen.” 

“Are you feeling anything?” 

“T think a little bit.” 

“Like how little. Is it good? Is it gonna be crazy?” 

“Alex.” 

Alex and Nathan ended up arriving earlier than 
most because Nathan liked to play video games with 
Scott before parties; it was somewhat of a tradition. 
Apparently Scott had wanted to join them in taking acid. 
Alex didn’t know how long he’d been watching them 
play this physics-based game about gravity and planets 
and was noticing that he was feeling a different kind 
of high. It wasn’t that hazy, warm high he was used to. 
This was an intense, strikingly visceral, palpable, and 
strikingly lucid high. His brain was buzzing a light-year 
a second and was in the video game. He was seeing the 
endless virtual environment stretching out in front of 
him. 

“I wonder if planets that small would have their 
own gravity in real life?” Alex said. 

“What do you mean real life?” Scott laughed. “This 
isn’t real life?” 

Nathan chuckled. 

It wasn’t just the visuals; the music and the sound 
design were wholly consuming and added to the 
realness of the virtual world. 

“Anyone else want to play?” Scott passed the 
controller to Alex but he politely declined and went to 
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get a drink from the fridge instead. 

Coming back into the living room the inexpressible 
snatched him away and the next moment he was back, 
standing at the mouth of the hallway. The time he 
experienced between those two moments was also 
inexpressible. 

Alex rushed to Nathan, convinced they’d taken 
some bad acid. 

“I’m fine,” Nathan said. “We took the same batch. 
Scott is cool.” 

Scott waved fluidly and Nathan’s head bobbed up 
and down dramatically. 

“See, Scott’s cool.” 

Alex exhaled slowly and tried to relax, tried to 
go with it, but he felt his brain beginning to crash. 
Thoughts were getting muddled and extr-alkdgho 
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was 03-er at 8-im. 
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At first he didn’t know why they weren’t coming 
to help him and then he realized he was just sitting 
quietly on the couch; unmoving and staring forward. 

Inside, Alex was screaming frantically, but his 
body was sitting perfectly still; staring forward. 

“Dude, are you okay?” Nathan asked. 

He tried to answer but didn’t know if he accurately 
could. He was trying to distil the experience of having 
his entire existence reduced to digital zeroes and ones 
into words. He now had a new fear that he was a badly 
programmed NPC. 

He just said: “Yah, I’m fine.” 

He wanted to stand up but his legs felt like they were 
made of cheese strings and Scott’s whole apartment 
wobbled around like it was in agreement. 

Suddenly the world drained its colour and everyone 
appeared in black and white. He immediately felt like he 
was in an old 1920s or 30s silent film and then realized 
he couldn’t hear anything. 

Alex scanned the room and he saw their clothes 
begin to change. The men were wearing ghostly top 
hats and dapper suits that were sort of superimposed 
over their regular clothes. The women all had short 
back bobs layered over their hairstyles. 

Scott’s girlfriend looked hilarious because she had 
such long hair beneath that ethereal black bob. Out of 
the silence roared the wonderful din of swing music. 
The apartment around him seemed to melt away and 
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he was standing in a dance hall. There were floating 
instruments that sung out an otherworldly tune Alex 
had never heard before yet somehow sounded familiar 
and comforting and then everything went dark. 
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LEX SAT UP SCREAMING. 
“What?” Nathan stumbled into the living room. 
“Tm not feeling ... right,” Alex hadn’t made it 
to his own bed and had been lying on the floor. 
He stood up and walked over to the microwave 
which said the time was 3:12pm 
“How’d we get home?” Alex wondered trying to 
find any frayed ends of his memory block he could pick 
at and unravel. 
“Dude, acid is fucking awesome,” Nathan laughed. 
Alex asked again in a more worried tone: “How did 
we get back to the apartment?” 
“I remember something about a man made of 
vegetables who came in a chariot of radishes to take us 
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home. He said his name was Travelin’ Matt.” 

“Wait, your car is still there?” 

Nathan wasn’t paying attention he was staring at 
the channel guide. 

“Oh, okay. That’s why Mythbusters isn’t on right 
now. It’s Sunday.” 

“It’s fucking what?” Alex’s whole body jolted to 
attention. “You’re fucking with me, right? It can’t be 
Sunday. Did we sleep all of Friday night, all of Saturday, 
and just fucking wake up now?” 

Nathan was silent but nodded. 

“Did you know this could happen? I... I have to 
be at work in two hours,” Alex sighed. “Oh fuck. This is 
gonna suck.” 

On the walk over to work, a police officer had 
stopped him to ask if he’d seen a woman. It was a 
sketch but it looked exactly like the woman from 503. 
Alex was about to say that he knew the woman when 
the police officer told him the woman’s body had been 
recovered from the river a few nights ago. Alex quickly 
realized it couldn’t be the woman from 503 because 
he’d seen her in the elevator recently. After the officer 
left though, Alex spent the whole shift going over the 
timeline in his head and whipping him into a frenzy. He 
hadn’t even realized his entire shift had sped by until 
his supervisor told him he could clock out and go home. 

He realized all the time he’d been obsessing 
about the possibly dead woman in 503 he hadn’t been 
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trying to hide how high he still was and then became 
acutely aware of all of the people around him and was 
overwhelmed with trying to interpret their perception 
of him. He packed up his stuff quickly after clocking 
out and walked home as fast as he could. 

He almost forgot that he’d arrived at the apartment 
already and was waiting for the doors to close. He felt 
a dark uneasiness inside him as he realized he couldn’t 
recall any of his walk home from work. The elevator 
doors finally started to close. 

“Hold the elevator,” he heard someone call. 

Alex dazedly reached for the ‘open doors’ button 
and Ava Fields, the woman from apartment 503 stepped 
in. 

“Hi,” he said as the doors closed. She just nodded. 

He was surveying her features, remembering the 
sketch and its uncanny resemblance to Ava. 

There was a thick, uncomfortable silence that 
pressed in against them. Ava coughed nervously. The 
elevator ride seemed to be speeding upward entirely 
too fast yet it was taking forever to reach the fifth 
floor. The elevator doors opened and Alex had to hurry 
his pace to keep up with Ava. She’d already had her key 
ready and was inside the apartment with remarkable 
quickness. 

Alex wondered if he should tell her and held his 
hand above the door, unsure of whether or not to knock 
but Ava answered the door so he must’ve already made 
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a decision, Alex just hadn’t been aware of it when it 
happened. 

“Yah?” She said, sharply. 

“Um, so this may sound weird, but... are you 
okay?” 

“Why wouldn’t I be?” 

“Yah, yah, I mean, of course,” Alex nodded his head. 

“Well?” 

“See, the thing is,” Alex paused. “There was a cop 
asking about you. He showed mea picture and...” 

“And what?” 

Alex could tell the woman was seconds away from 
closing the door on him. “He said you were dead and 
they found you in the river a few days ago.” 

“Well, ’m obviously not.” 

“Yah, I know.” 

He was silent. 

“Are you high?” 

He had to think about it. He hadn’t smoked 
anything since before the acid and that was two days 
ago, apparently. 

“No?” 


She slammed the door on his nose. 
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C YOU WON’T BELIEVE THE DAY I HAD,” Alex stepped 
into the apartment. 

“Why, what happened?” Nathan was four bags 
deep into a cardboard tray of individual sized potato 
chips. 

He’d hooked up his old Nintendo Entertainment 
System to the living room television and was playing 
the Adventures of Bayou Billy. 

Nathan’s avatar was a Chuck Norris-type character 
who battled foes in a Streets of Rage-style universe. 

“So I get to work and I’m still fucking high. I’m so 
lucky that Dale wasn’t in today,” Alex slumped down 
beside Nathan on the couch. 

Bayou Billy was walking through a forest of brown 
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trees with gnarled, exposed roots. 

He sped along to the 8-bit soundtrack to which 
Alex was involuntarily bobbing his head. 

After a long while Alex finally said: “So there was 
this cop saying that our next door neighbour was dead.” 

“What?” Nathan didn’t look away from the tv. “That 
didn’t happen.” 

“It did!” Alex’s voice rose an octave. “It totally did. 
He had this sketch and it looked exactly like the woman 
next door. But I just saw her in the elevator.” 

“Well, there you go,” Nathan said. 

“But, what if it just hasn’t happened yet?” 

“Time travel? Why? That’s a fucking sharp left 
turn, Alex,” Nathan chuckled. 

“I mean, having two boxes was a thing, right? Like, 
I’m not imaging that!” 

“No man, don’t fuck with me. How did you know 
that?” Nathan dropped the controller into his lap and 
leaned back. “That was part of my acid trip right? 
Philips coming by with that fucking box that is that 
same fucking box you keep your weed in?” 

“No, man! I remember the identical boxes too, man! 
Fuck. That happened! It did. I totally remember Philips 
knocking and being all pissed. No, that definitely 
fucking happened,” Alex said. 

“I remember the other one was all dirty and looked 
like someone had dug it u-” Nathan started but Alex 
finished his thought for him. 
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“Dug it up! Yah, that’s what Philips had said, right?” 
Alex squinted. 

“That really fucking happened? But where’s the 
other dirty box now?” 

They both made an apprehensive scan of the 
apartment but the only one they could see was box in 
front of them. 

“Oh,” Alex sat for a long time beside Nathan before 
narrowing his eyes and picking up the joint rested 
against the ash tray. 

“What if we just, like, never talk about it?” 

“I’m fine with that,” Alex nodded and pulled hard 
on the joint before writing the next entry in his newest 
notebook. 
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C C WELL, THAT’S JUST NOT TRUE AT ALL,” Seth said, 
leaning forward. “Mental patients can have 
hallucinations where things become other things. 

Hell, you don’t even have to be nuts to have those kinds 

of hallucinations. Have you ever tried acid?” 

“Can’t say I have,” Alex took a pull from the pipe 
and handed it back to Seth. 

Peripherally, Seth could see Nathan was busy 
playing some sort of Asian video game. It looked like the 
game was about some kind of medieval Chinese war but 
there was only one main character taking on the whole 
opposing army. Seth had noticed the AI characters 
weren't really doing anything to aid Nathan’s avatar. 

They continued their stoned musings until Seth 
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realized what time it was and he still had to drop off 
some product to a place in South Osborne. 

He made remarkable time considering he was 
walking. He loved walking. He really enjoyed the 
freedom of listening to music on his mp3 player while 
strolling down Corydon. He got to be with himself, in his 
own head, and without the expectations of contributing 
to asinine conversations that consisted largely of benign 
small-talk. This way, he could just be. If he wanted, he 
could people watch but mostly he just liked being alone. 

Seth had listened to the first few tracks of the 
Mr. Bungle album California when a little kid clumsily 
steering a tricycle with one hand and with his other 
hand the kid held a lollipop. Seth imagined the kid 
accidentally falling in a way that pushed the lollipop 
through the roof of his mouth and into his head. 

Seth shuddered. 

As the kid peddled closer, Seth took his headphones 
off and said: “Careful, buddy. Both hands, right?” 

The kid waved dismissively at him as he passed 
like he was swatting away a mosquito. 

He listened to the rest of the album on the way to 
South Osbourne. Seth knocked on the door to the quaint 
suburban house and eventually Pete, a balding man 
in this mid-thirties, answered the door. He was still 
wearing a bath robe and a t-shirt was a size too small 
and pastel coloured sweat pants looked ridiculous on 
him. He invited Seth in and offered him a drink, which 
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he gladly accepted after the long walk. 

<<My name is Richard and I’m addicted to 
inhalants>> the man on the television proudly 
proclaimed. Richard had greasy hair and a limp, 
droopiness to his face. 

Seth wondered what he looked like when he was 
high and hoped it wasn’t anything like Richard. Seth 
was considering asking Pete to switch the channel but 
didn’t plan to stay much longer than he had to. Pete 
was already returning with money and Seth opened his 
backpack. 
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HE TELEVISION WAS ON in the background as 

Seth was getting ready to sleep. He’d loaded a 

bowl and was pulling hard on it when he noticed 
the station must’ve dropped the feed accidentally since 
all he could see was static. Seth placed his pipe on his 
bedside table and reached for the remote, hoping it was 
only that channel but was greeted by harsh, grating 
static. 

He rose from his bed and stepped over to the 
television when the picture changed. 

The image was back but with a quality of 
hyperrealism it hadn’t initially had. It was silent, not 
even the hum of electricity. The screen showed a closeup 
of a woman with dark, chaotic eyes with such clarity 
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that Seth realized he could see her pores. The woman 
stared at him through the television. 

<<Is that you?>> 

Her voice was inside his head and the explosive 
feeling of it caused Seth to leap backward onto his bed. 
The woman in the television gave him an inquisitive 
tilt of her head and then smiled sweetly yet there was 
something in it that Seth found sinister. 

“Oh fuck,” Seth deflated. “I’m insane.” 

<<It is you>> 

“Les. TM.2,” Seth stammered,”™.... Seth,” 

The voice in his head laughed, but the face on the 
television remained blank, staring forward at him. 

<<You are and you aren’t>> 

The whole room began to shake and the television 
spit off bright sparks that jerkily lit up the shadows 
before blinking out again. Seth shielded his eyes with 
his sleeve and almost hadn’t seen the smoke spilling 
out from the television. He felt it wrap around him like 
a snake; like it had its own agency. Seth tried to shout 
through taught, terrified vocal cords but then the smoke 
pulled away and began to pool at the foot of his bed. 

The woman from the television was standing in 
the centre of the smoke as it fell away and dissipated 
into the air around them. 

<<I’ve missed you>> She floated closer to him and 
Seth’s whole body tensed. <<What’s the matter? Don’t 
you recognize me?>> 
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The sweetly sinister smile returned and the voice 
in his head continued without her having to speak: <<Of 
course you don’t. I’d hoped you would but it would only 
make sense that when you’re inside you’d forget about 
the outside. Are you happy with your choice?>> 

Seth stared confusedly at her. 

<<This>> Her body gestured broadly at everything 
around them with an elegant wave of her hand. <<Your 
life. Your adventure>> 

She was close enough to touch him now. 

There was a knock at the door and Seth looked 
like he was dislocated from time completely; staring 
forward, unsure of what to do next. 

There was a second knock and Seth called: “Who 
iSite” 

Seth stared at the woman in his room and she 
stared back. 

<<Answer it>> The voice in his head said. 

“Me,” He recognized Jake Philips’ voice immediately 
and hesitantly opened the door and let him in. 

“What’s going on?” 

“Nothing,” Seth lied. He tried to remain as calm as 
he could during his exchange with Phillips while trying 
not to stare at the woman only he could see. 

<<I’ve finally found you and you just want to 
continue playing this horrible game?>> 

“Horrible game?” Seth addressed the woman and 
she smiled, amused. 
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Seth could feel the worried, confused expression 
on his face but was too dazed to alter it. 

“What?” He heard Philips’ voice and the aggressive 
annoyance in his voice slapped him in the jaw. 

“Nothing,” Seth coughed, trying to hide his rapid 
face alterations until he was sure he had the appropriate 
expression. They finished their transaction and Seth 
was left with bags of product and an odd, impossible 
woman from the television who’d appeared in his room 
in a cloud of smoke. 

<<What are you doing wasting your time with 
awful people like him?>> 

“Shut up,” Seth said and covered his face with his 
hands. 

<<Shut up?>> She sounded offended but Seth still 
didn’t want to look. <<Darling, I’m trying to help you>> 

“But you can’t exist.” 

<<Why do you say that?>> 

“Well, Jake couldn’t see you, which means only I 
can see you, which means I’m fucking insane.” 

<<Well, just because Jake can’t see me doesn’t 
mean I don’t exist>> She smiled. 

“Pretty sure that’s exactly what it means,” Seth sat 
down on his bed and was wondering if he should just go 
lay down until the hallucination went away or humour 
i; 

<<I’m here to help you>> “Help me do what?” 

<<Live>> 
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YOU KNOW, I REALIZED SOMETHING AT WORK today,” 

Alex said. 

“Yah? What?” Nathan was once again playing 
video games. 

“Speech is really trippy.” 

Nathan snorted. 

“Speech is just sounds that we group together 
and a certain amount of people agree as to what the 
meanings of those sounds are.” 

Seth stared forward. 

<<You’d still rather play with them than be with 
me?>> 

The woman sat crosslegged on the floor by the 
incense censor, playing with the thin smoke as it rose 
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upward. 

Seth was silent. 

<<You don’t want to speak to me in front of your 
friends?>> 

Then they’ll know I’m crazy. 

<<You’re not crazy, Seth>> 

You can read my mind? 

<<Sweetie>> She looked up at him and the voice 
spoke to him inside his head. <<Don’t you realize where 
you are? You’re in a simulation. Much like that one your 
friend is playing over there. Nathan, is it? He’s an NPC>> 

“A what?” Seth whispered and tried not to make 
eye contact with the woman from the television. 

<<A non-playable character>> 

Seth didn’t say anything. 

<<It means he’s a part of the program. He’s designed 
into this place. You exist in a bubble of consciousness; 
everything you can see, touch, taste, smell, and hear. 
The program will only display things in a user’s bubble 
of consciousness so it doesn’t need to generate the 
whole of the universe at once>> 

I’m playing a game? 

<<A lot of you are. One large program called 
Existence>> 

So if there’s an in here, what is out there? 

<<That is why I’m here. I’m trying to bring you 
back>> 

Why? What’s wrong with being in here? Am I not 
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supposed to be here? And then he had a thought that 
made him want to puke. Is this a prison of some kind? 

“What do you think, Seth?” Alex was talking at first 
and then started waving at him when he realized how 
distant Seth was being. “Dude, are you like on some 
heavy shit or something?” 

“No, no,” Seth said. “Nothing like that.” 

“We should probably start the movie, huh?” Alex 
said. 

“Good idea. I’m almost at a save point,” Nathan 
said. 

“Fuck man, I can’t believe you haven’t seen this 
movie. It’s trippy as hell. This movie really changed my 
mind about a great many things.” 

A worried look erupted on Alex’s face; an expression 
equally of profound insight and terrible realization. 

“Actually wait...” Alex went on talking but Seth 
had already stopped paying attention. 

He could feel his heartbeat racing inside his chest. 

<<Seth. What are you doing? We’re running out of 
time>> 

Why? To do what? 

<<Crash the system, Seth. I will come get you when 
all the users get ejected. It’ll be chaos but I have a plan. 
But you need to do something for me from the inside. 
These programs have predetermined plots and a shit 
ton of code so we need to do something to corrupt the 
code enough to eject all the users>> 
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How do we do that? 

<<I need your full attention. We’re running out of 
time, Seth>> 

What do I need to do? 

The woman stood up and pointed at the door. 

The voice in his head told him that she wouldn’t 
speak to him until they were back at his own apartment. 
Seth mumbled something about other stops he still had 
to make that day and packed up all of his product and 
started to leave. 

<<Before we leave I need you to take something for 
me>> 

Take something? From Alex and Nathan? No! 

<<It’s part of my plan>> 

Well, what ts it? 

The woman from the television pointed out Alex’s 
drug box. Seth had seen Alex use it on numerous 
occasions. Only now, there seemed to be two of them. 
They looked eerily similar but one was caked with dried 
mud. 

<<Take the dirty box with us>> 
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YOU NEED TO TERMINATE A USER at a point 
< < long enough before their programmed 
death that it will mess with all the code 
that comes after it>> 
And how do I do that? I really don’t like the word 
terminate. 
<<There’s a gun in your backpack>> 
I never want to use it. But ’d much rather have it 
and not have to use than not have it and fucking die. 
<<That’s the man I remember. Smart. Resourceful. 
You don’t belong in here and I don’t know how much 
longer I can be fucking around this place before the 
architects find me>> 
The architects?! 
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<<Seth, I can’t stress enough how time is a factor 
in this plan. If the architects do find me they’ll eject me 
and update the firewall. They’ll probably track us back 
to where we’re hiding. If we do run into some shit, I 
am confident I can get you out. But then, it can only be 
you. We have a chance, right now, where we could eject 
everyone, Seth! You need to follow me and do exactly as 
I say because we only have one chance at this>> 


HE WOMAN IN THE TELEVISION gave him directions 
and he hastily got what he needed and brought 
it back to his apartment to prepare. As finished, 
the woman appeared before him and motioned elegantly 
for him to join her in the hallway. 
<<The user is approaching. We must hurry>> 
He followed the woman to the elevator. The doors 
opened and a frowning woman with occupied eyes was 
already inside. 
<<This is the user>> 
Seth wordlessly rode the elevator down with the 
woman he was now supposed to terminate. 
I don’t think. I can do this. 
<<We’ve gone through this, Seth. This is only a 
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program. Your awareness is here, but this is not you, 
and that is not that user’s true form. You are doing the 
user a favour. Can’t you see this?>> 

I don’t want to hurt her. 

<<You’re won't. That’s why we agreed on the 
chloroform, right?>> 

Right. 

In the lobby the woman had gone to the mail slot 
and checked for Room 503 before exciting the doors. 

<<Now you’ve seen her, I need you to prepare for 
the next phase of my plan>> 

He went to the user’s apartment on the fifth floor. 
The door was unlocked like the woman in the television 
had told him it would be. 

<<I adjusted some of the code for the next module 
of the program and was able to unlocked apartment 
503 for you>> 

The woman said the tenant of 503 would be 
returning for dinner so he had a while to get ready for 
her to return. The woman from the television led him 
into the dark apartment, past the kitchen table where a 
large teddy bear was seated at the head. A white stuffed 
animal lay limply on a doggy bed beside the couch. Seth 
entered the woman’s bedroom where he was told to 
wait in the woman’s closet. 

The user had so few items in her apartment that it 
was obvious that the conspicuous box labelled Steven, 
Faith, and Faith was important. Seth opened the box 
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and there was a stack of journals. 

Apparently the user’s name was Ava Fields and 
she was writing down her thoughts after having a 
traumatic experience with someone named Walter. The 
part of the journal he’d read so far hadn’t referenced 
exactly why. There was a stack of photos that Seth went 
through as well. One photo showed the user with a man 
that Seth assumed was Steven. Ava was standing next 
to Steven looking very happy and very pregnant. 

Seth was startled by the sound of the door opening. 

The user entered the apartment and closed the 
door behind her. Seth readied the chloroform cloth as 
she neared but then there was a knock at the door. 

<<Who’s that? That’s not part of the program>> 
the woman in the television sounded surprised. 

“Um, okay, this may sound weird, but... are you 
okay?” Seth recognized Alex’s voice. 

<<What’s he doing here?>> 

It’s okay. Alex is harmless. 

She squinted suspiciously at Alex from their hiding 
spot until the user closed the door on him and locked 
him out. The user took off her wet boots and ran her 
fingers quickly through her hair. 

“Steven, ’m home,” The user called into the dark 
apartment and Seth’s whole body tensed until he 
realized she was addressing the teddy bear seated at 
the kitchen table. 

Seth was able to place the chloroform rag over 
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the user’s face pretty easily. She’d thrashed around 
in hysterical confusion for a brief while until she 
succumbed completely. Once she was unconscious he 
strangled her until she was no longer breathing and 
couldn’t feel a pulse. 

The next part of the plan involved digging two holes 
in the back of the apartment building. One to place the 
user and the other to place that dirty box he’d been told 
to steal from Alex. 

<<Just like with door lock, I’ve adjusted the 
parameters of the source code to make these two 
spots of earth behind the apartment building act like 
transporter pads from this point in the program to 
another earlier point in the game where the code that 
these users are made of will clash with anachronous 
code>> 

He’d been lucky that there were no one in the 
hallways, or in the elevator, or who discovered them 
buring the user in the backyard but the woman in the 
television had said she’d adjusted that code as well. 
Once both the user and the box were beneath the 
ground, the woman from the television led Seth back to 
his apartment in an unnervingly speedy pace. 

<<They’ve found the user already and are working 
to patch the corruption out. Fuck. I was worried about 
this>> 

What? Patch it out? What does that mean? 

<<Right now? Maybe nothing. It might mean they’re 
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desperate and just throwing everything they can. Or 
maybe they could actually contain the corruption and 
prevent everyone from being ejected. We won’t know 
for awhile but I do know that I can get you out right 
now>> 

I can get out now? 

<<But it’s just you, Seth. We’ve found your location 
and can retrieve you as soon as you’re ejected. Then, 
once you’re here, once we’ve regrouped we can see 
about ejecting all the users>> 

Okay, well. How do I get out? 

She pointed to the gun rested against the inner 
teeth of his back pack. 
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HEY SAT SILENTLY TOGETHER ON THE COUCH, 
watching the news. Alex frequently stole short 
glances over at Nathan who stared vacantly 
out at the television. Alex saw the aura of synthetic 
unreality had come to envelop Nathan as well. The 
news anchor was saying something about bike lanes or 
something but Alex was conscious of the sickly film of 
dream-like imitation that seemed into all the pockets 
of matter around him and imbued them with a charged 
and crackling malevolence. Neither of them had talked 
to the murder of the woman in the apartment next door 
or Seth’s suicide. 
Alex felt numb. Death seemed to be so constantly 
present in his life that it had taken on a subdued 
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unimportance that left him lethargic and detached. 
Alex’s thoughts had made him increasingly more isolated 
and almost every moment was spent acutely aware of 
the division between his body and the impenetrable 
barrier to the material beyond it. 

The dishearteningly persistent feeling of déja vu 
reemerged, clasping tightly to Alex’s once limp and 
meandering attention. This time it was paired with 
a parallel, conflicting yet equally valid, memory that 
swatted at him menacingly, trying to infect his mind. 
He saw a living room in his mind that was somehow 
familiar or rather would be familiar in a further point 
in time. 

Alex felt like he was stuttering through the 
awareness of two different conflicting realities; 
switching back and forth with nauseating speed. 

In the other reality, Alex had a wife. He had a 
daughter who was already in bed. A middle aged version 
of himself was up late with a middle aged version of 
Seth who was somehow still alive. 

As the conflicting realities jostled for supremacy 
in his mind, Alex began to feel dizzy. The growing 
intensity of the two opposing realities cast off brilliant 
sparks that burst soundlessly into existence and out 
again. There was an intense jolt that Alex’s static- 
filled mind tried to label and quantify but the tension 
caused by that subjective focus created a kind of 
existential explosion within his mind; a release of his 
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white knuckled attachment to his ego. Alex laughed 
and absently felt all muscles in his body relax. His jaw, 
shoulders, and his fists drooped limply. 

She did it, Alex thought. My little girl did it. 

It was his last bit of subjective thought before the 
filter of synthetic unreality (as the awareness that was 
once Alex had worded it) began to disintegrate and 
dissolve away. 
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FAITH 


ER MOTHER HAD NAMED HER FAITH after a 

contestant on the television gameshow, Card 

Sharks, whose energy she’d loved. Faith was 
almost thirty when someone randomly posted the 
episode on YouTube and synchronicity led her to the 
March 24, 1986 episode. She smiled most of the way 
through the video as she remembered how her mother 
explained (in that grandiose, poetic way she always 
did) just why the contestant Faith had attracted her 
attention so. 

Her mother often used the words effervescent, 
ebullient, and exuberant. Her mother also loved 
alliteration. Faith had kind of pursed her face at some 
of the distastefully dated questions encased in the oily 


335 


OUROBOROS - THE WATCHERS - FAITH 


film of misogyny. 

It was 1986 after all. 

Otherwise, Faith was beaming; engrossed in every 
motion and mannerism the Faith she was named after 
had made. Her mother, Ava, had hoped that by deciding 
to name her daughter after the cheerfully animated 
woman it would instill some of that effervescent, 
ebullient, and exuberant energy into her. Ava always 
told her that it had worked. Watching the episode for 
herself all these years later she could definitely see 
herself in Faith as well. 

Her boyfriend had started Mokeyism in 2007 but 
it only really became a religion in 2013. They started 
jokingly calling him the Puppet Shaman and it had 
stuck. He’d written a loose philosophy mostly for his 
own amusement but it wasn’t until there was outside 
interest in the ideas of Mokeyism that he ever thought 
meetings were even a slight possibility. 

“The episode blows your mind immediately as you 
begin watching it,’ the Puppet Shaman launched into 
his sermon from the couch. 

They didn’t really have anything for a pulpit so 
they just put a plush doll of Mokey Fraggle on the coffee 
table of whoever was hosting that week. 

The Puppet Shaman’s charismatic performance 
elicited nods and smiles from the congregation as he 
delivered this week’s sermon. 

“Doc realizes that Sprocket was playing him back, 
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‘How long did you know?’ Sprocket continues to laugh. 
Doc says he doesn’t need the time machine, ‘I can see 
the future right now. I see a man, his dog, a cup of tea, 
and not a beard in sight,’ Doc says throwing the fake 
beard into the time machine,” the Puppet Shaman 
mimed. “I think this is a phenomenal story. Mokey goes 
back to make serious, uptight proto-Fraggles into the 
Fraggles that we know and love. She was the catalyst 
in the cultural evolution of the Fraggle. If that doesn’t 
warrant a religion to be built up around her I don’t 
know what does. And now, without further adieu, I give 
you episode ninety-one of Fraggle Rock: Mokey, Then 
and Now.” 

The congregation cheered and Greg turned down 
the lights and started the DVD. 

This week they were at Greg’s place. Every week 
someone else hosted the meeting. The sermons were 
often fairly short and then they’d watch the episode. 
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C C EINSTEIN PROVED THAT TIME IS RELATIVE and that 
there’s no reason why time should always be 
moving forward. There’s the time’s arrow thing: 

that something happened before and it caused this but 

what if they’re not sequential moments in time but 
are momentary snapshots that we, because we have 
memory, phase into and out of in a linear way,” the 

Puppet Shaman said excitedly. 

“Okay, maybe I’m just high, but I didn’t understand 
any of that, Alex,” Greg giggled. 

After the service, those of the Mokeyists who 
indulged in hallucinogens stayed behind for a kind of 
second service. Usually, it was only the Puppet Shaman, 
Nathan, Laura, and herself who attended the second 
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service but she hadn’t heard from Laura since the 
breakup and Nathan was living in Ontario now. 

“Okay,” the Puppet Shaman paused. “What if 
every moment in time exists simultaneously however 
we can only experience one snapshot at any one time 
and after we phase through that one snapshot it goes 
back to the whole where every snapshot in time exists 
simultaneously.” 

“Sweet!” Greg’s unfocused eyes were almost 
completely dilated. The Puppet Shaman knew Greg had 
grey eyes, however, the three of them had just taken 
mushrooms so now the colour was swallowed by pupil. 
Part of him wanted to check the mirror to see if his 
eyes looked like Greg’s but he knew that mirrors were 
often unfriendly on psychedelics. While all that was 
going on inside his head, he’d forgotten that he had a 
body outside of his thoughts and just sat there with a 
slack spine, staring into Greg’s eyes. 

“Posture!” Faith reminded him sweetly, stroking 
his shoulder lovingly. 

The Puppet Shaman snapped to attention and 
puffed out his chest. His over correction made both his 
friends collapse in teary laughter. The Puppet Shaman 
took a long while to properly calibrate his spine and 
then tried to remain still, as if it needed a period for 
the new alignment to take. He relaxed slightly but was 
still very aware of keeping good posture. He asked 
Faith to remind him and it made him feel so loved that 
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she did so in such a gentle way. Faith was still laughing 
as she started to stroke his spine softly, reassuringly. 
The feeling took up the whole span of his awareness. 
He ceased to feel subjective, singular, and rather than 
seeing Faith as a distinct and separate being, he felt 
the unrestrained cloud of awareness that hovered 
formlessly around in the ether. It was orgasmic yet 
exponentially more intense. 

It was Greg’s voice that shocked the Puppet Shaman 
back into the confines of his physical body and the 
change was cripplingly depressing. He stared at Faith 
to see if she’d felt it too but she was trying to suck in 
deep breathes and get her hysterical laughing under 
control. 

When she saw the look on the Puppet Shaman’s 
face she frowned. 

“What’s wrong, Alex?” She smiled sweetly, gently 
touching his shoulder. 

The Puppet Shaman stared into her eyes and 
the concern drained the irrational sadness that was 
welling up inside him. She hugged him and the last of 
the sadness dripped away as Faith’s energy flowed into 
him replacing it with brightly sparking happiness that 
made him smile. 

Greg clapped his hands in front of him. 

“What were you saying?” 

“Oh!” The Puppet Shaman tried to retrace the 
path of his meandering and non- sequential thoughts. 
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“Oh, Time Travel. Yah, so like Mokey from the sermon 
tonight, um-” 

Thoughts weren’t usually this hard for him to 
express on mushrooms but he was still thinking about 
the non-physical cloud of oneness he’d just shared with 
Faith. 

“Yah?” Faith’s laugh was soft, airy, and wonderful. 

“Um,” the Puppet Shaman started, stumbled, and 
started again, “would that be time travel?” 

He looked up and to the left like he was trying to 
look inside his head. 

Faith lovingly touched his shoulder. “Babe, you have 
to let us in there to know what you're talking about.” 

“What if we were able to phase into the next 
snapshot of time out of sequential order? 

That rather than going from this moment to the 
one directly proceeding it I actually go back through 
the collection of snapshots and decide that, ‘hmmm, 
this date in ancient Rome is the next moment I’m going 
to experience’,” he smiled. 

“VALIS!” Greg shouted and the Puppet Shaman 
jumped. 

He puffed out his chest again and then tried to 
calibrate his spine to the shape it ought to be. 

“The empire never ended!” Greg continued. 

“Sorry, what?” The Puppet Shaman asked after he 
finally got his posture right. 

“The Empire never ended. Makes me think of VALIS 
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by Philip K Dick,” Greg said. 

“One of the characters is convinced that reality 
is irrational and the ones who are well adjusted are 
insane and those who are insane are actually rational 
beings as perceived by irrational beings that inhabit 
this irrational reality.” 

Faith and the Puppet Shaman were staring out at 
nothing, contemplating the sparking ideas inside their 
heads. 

“The more Philip K Dick I read the more I’m 
questioning my sanity. I do highly suggest reading 
the VALIS trilogy and his Exegesis. Not for the faint of 
heart though!” Greg said. “The ideas presented to the 
reader inside of PKD’s Exegesis are very convincing 
and uncomfortable. I thought I could read anything and 
keep objective, but a couple times I came too close to 
being sucked into the void. Some of the ideas are so 
paradigm shattering that it’s difficult to go back once 
you've thought. What has been seen cannot be unseen, 
I think is the saying. It’d hard not to entertain ideas 
so important and profound, while equally disturbing if 
they’re real, without it messing with your perception. 
The worst thing, or best, it’s relative I guess, is that 
the ideas in Exegesis and a lot of the fundamental 
expectations that modern society has about what reality 
is, are very incompatible. And the feeling of dissonance 
is a very disconcerting feeling to live with. In that way, 
maybe you shouldn’t read the Exegesis until you read 
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more of his novels. Once you drink the Kool-aid there’s 
no going back.” 
The Puppet Shaman rushed over to get his notebook. 


Read Vabice by Pillip Kaedyi 


Greg bellowed heartily as he read over the Puppet 
Shaman’s shoulder. 

“No, no, Alex. V.A.L.I.S,” he slapped his friend 
playfully on the shoulder. “And it’s Philip, stop, and 
with one 1, capital K, stop, and then Dick as in penis. 
Have you never read any of his stuff before? I mean, 
you’ve seen Blade Runner right?” 

“Yah! That’s him?” 

“Yah, but it’s based on something he wrote called 
“Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep. He also wrote 
Total Recall!” 

“Fuck yah! Okay, I’m totally gonna read it,” the 
Puppet Shaman continued to write his future self a 
message. 

“Reader beware, though,” Greg said. “That’s all I’m 
sayin’. Reader beware. It’l1 change you.” 
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HAT NIGHT A DARK CLOUD APPEARED at the foot of 

their bed. When Faith turned to her boyfriend, 

she could see through him. He was rapidly fading 
out of existence. 

There was a faint glow coming from his forehead 
but it was sputtering and blinking in and out erratically. 
Faith screamed soundlessly but she couldn’t feel any 
air passing through her throat. She could see the colour 
of the bedsheets through her forearms and her fingers 
looked like they’d been amputated from the knuckles. 

The dark cloud swarmed and then shored itself up 
into a column before dispersing into the air leaving a 
woman standing at the foot of their bed, staring at her. 

<<We have to be sure>> 
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The voice sounded like it was coming from inside 
Faith’s head. It seemed as if the smoke woman was 
speaking but she wasn’t moving her mouth. 

<<No. It... it can’t>> the voice inside Faith’s head 
screamed in disbelief. <<How di->> 

The woman angrily erupted into a black, churning 
column again before bursting into wispy tendrils of 
smoke that hung in the air briefly before disolving into 
the dark stillness of their bedroom. 

Faith noticed the last few pulses of dim light the 
Puppet Shaman’s forehead emitted as he faded away 
before she too disappeared completely. 
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HE SOUND OF HIS HAND CONNECTING with her 
face made a wet smack while the force of it sent 
her into the wall. 

“What the fuck did I just say?” Jake picked her up 
by the throat and stood her up. 

Nancy tried to choke out a response but before she 
could Jake slapped the side of her face again. 

“No. You shut up, bitch,” he barked. “What the fuck 
is this?” Jake flicked the lace of her blouse with the 
hand that wasn’t pressing her to the wall by her neck. 

“A s-s-shi-“ 

Jake slapped her again before she could finish. 

“A shirt. A fucking shirt, Nancy. The other stuff 
wasn’t enough?” 
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“I can explain,” Nancy said, hoarsely. 

“Okay, let’s hear it,” he relaxed his grip on her and 
took a step back and folded his arms, raising his posture 
to make himself even taller. 

“F-F-Faith,” she stuttered. 

“Faith? That psychic bitch made you buy this?” Jake 
said with a condescending rolling of his eyes and then 
added something else under his breath she couldn’t 
make out, but something in his eyes made her hold her 
breath. 

“S-she invited me to an event and I used my own 
money,” 

“Your what? I’m sorry, your what?” Jake slapped 
her again. “No! You only have that card to access that 
money when I say you can access it. It is not your money, 
bitch. All of that is my money that I’m letting you use.” 

“But I-“ 

“But nothing,” Jake said. “That’s my money and-“ 

“I could go to the fucking cops!” She said in an 
uncharacteristically solid voice. 

He slapped her and pointed an aggressive finger 
into her face. 

“No,” he kept the finger there until she lowered her 
eyes and was silent. “You fucking cunt. I should’ve never 
taken your diseased ass off the street. I should’ve left 
you sucking those old sweaty cocks for money. You’re 
lucky anyone wants a greasy cum dumpster like yo-“ 

Nancy’s face was bracing for the next slap but after 
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a few seconds of silence she opened her eyes and Jake 
was frozen in an aggressive bark with his teeth barred 
and malevolent eyes. 

There was a cloud of smoke that burst soundlessly 
into existence. It spiralled into a column and then fell 
away revealing a woman. 

<<It’s over>> A voice said in her mind said. 

As the woman from the smoke neared her she 
assumed it was her who’d spoken but her lips never 
moved. 

<<You’ve had so many versions of yourself that 
have experienced so much unpleasantness>> 

The woman was close enough to touch her but she 
kept looking up at Jake, fully expecting him to burst 
into motion in chaotic anger. The woman motioned for 
her to come out from under Jake’s aggressive, towering 
form. Nancy shot a few quick glances back and forth 
between static Jake and he woman who’d appeared in a 
column of smoke. 

“Are you Death?” Her voice cracked as she asked. 
“Did Jake just kill me? Are you here to take me to hell?” 

The woman made an expression first of offence 
and then something Nancy recognized as pity and that 
almost made her angry. 

<<No, dear. I want to press a finger on the scales 
here. I can take you away to another world, a happier 
world. It’s this world, only version where you have a 
family. And friends who love you. You still live in this 
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apartment building, but Jake loves you, sincerely loves 
you. You have a network of friends in this apartment 
building. A man named Alex and woman named Faith 
have been your friends since childhood. You'll have a 
lifetime of memories and all I need you to do are two 
things>> 

“Anything,” 

<<First, I need you to stab Jake in the face with 
this knife>> 
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TABBING HIM IN THE FACE DID NOT FEEL very 

satisfying while time had stopped. Jake made 

no indication that he was feeling anything while 
Nancy pressed the knife hard into his face. She heard a 
pop and then it was quite a bit easier to force the knife 
in. 

She left Jake with the knife in his eye and followed 
the smoke woman down the stairs. Time seemed to 
have stopped everywhere. They couldn’t take the 
elevator down and had to walk. The second thing the 
smoke woman needed was for her to drag a body that 
was half buried in a pit behind the apartment building 
to the river, where she pushed it into the water and was 
pulled away by the current. 
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The woman smiled in something Nancy thought 
might be gratitude but wasn’t sure. 

<<You no longer have to live this wretched life>> 
The smoke woman looked sweetly at her. <<In your 
new life, you have chosen to be called by your middle 
name>> 

“Sabrina,” Nancy said aloud. 

She’d almost forgotten. 

“Sabrina,” Nancy smiled. 

Dark smoke rushed up from the soil and she felt 
an odd pressure around herself like she was being 
compressed. It wasn’t painful but it was existentially 
uncomfortable. 

When the smoke disappeared, Nancy was flooded 
with a lifetime of memories that attacked the ones she 
still remembered thinking they were objective. The 
sadness of her past life and the contrast between the 
two was making her heartache. An overpowering rush 
of anxiety blanketed her. 

<<That’s okay, that’s okay, Sabrina. You do 
remember both, but having both will give you so much 
more appreciation for this new life>> 

“Jesus. Look at how much data they’re hoarding. 
I’m going through my activity on this GPS app,” Faith 
said. 

Sabrina’s body was mid-conversation with Faith 
when Nancy came in. The two conflicting versions of 
herself jerkily sifted together while they settled in their 
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respective regions in her head. 

“I mean, it is a GPS app,” the new Sabrina said to 
Faith but made a face that acknowledged the presence 
of the new, alternate Sabrina who’d gone by Nancy. 

“Yah, but I mean, it has times as well as locations. 
Like look: it shows I was at the Garrick from 8:24pm 
until 10:41pm,” 

“Well, were you?” Sabrina was trying to stay 
engaged with Faith without letting on that there were 
now two separate awarenesses sloshing around inside 
her mind and she was waiting for them to settle. 

“Yah. But they know that.” 

“Well, yah, cause they’re a GPS app.” 

“Yah.” 

“But you downloaded it,” Faith said. 

“Yah, I just... I don’t like that they have all this 
information about me,” Sabrina said. 

“That’s how the simulation got all of the information 
to build this place,” Alex winked at her and she just 
blinked back at him. 

“Honestly I’m just stockpiling enough data to create 
an android assistant that can talk, type, and go about 
its day as if it were me so I can spend all day gaming,” 
Faith said. 

“I had a dream that I’d built an android assistant 
and put my data into it. Then, from the android’s 
point-of-view, I watched myself age and eventually 
die. Afterward, my android-self started traveling the 
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stars but then I got permanently trapped in this cave 
on some random planet and since I was an android and 
could never die I was stuck, thinking and aware, for 
all eternity. It terrified me. I remember thinking about 
being isolated forever and I had an anxiety attack in 
my dream as the fucking robot,” Alex paused. “I should 
probably have prefaced this by saying that I’d gone to 
sleep after doing a bunch of ketamine.” 

“Ah, yes. That would’ve given some nice context,” 
Faith smiled. 

“So, as this robot having an anxiety attack, I decided 
to create a simulation of the past when the human me 
was still alive and re-live that part while android me 
was trapped forever in that cave. So yah, that fucked 
me up for a few years. “ 

“You never told me that,” Faith turned to Alex. 

“That was years ago, in my mid 20s. It wasn’t 
relevant by the time we reconnected.” Both versions of 
Sabrina finally settled and she stood up and gave Faith 
a huge hug. 

“Love the PDA. Where’s that from,” Faith laughed. 

“I don’t tell you guys I love you enough,” Sabrina 
started to cry and collapsed on the floor. 

She looked up at Faith and Alex saw them giving 
her that same pitying look and the Sabrina version 
of herself explained to her how it wasn’t pity, it was 
concern and love. 

That made her cry harder. 
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ANCY WAS RACING THROUGH ALL OF SABRINA’S 
old memories; revelling in the connectedness 
and love. 

She learned that Sabrina had gone to university to 
become a veterinarian, which was where she’d first met 
Alex and Faith. They’d all taken an elective together, 
Medicinal and Hallucinogenic Plants, and the three of 
them had been paired up for a research paper. When 
they went to arrange times to work on the research 
paper, they discovered they just happened to be living 
in the same apartment building. 

The apartment building held a special place in 
their lives. Sabrina could afford to move to her own 
house but the more they learned about the building 
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the harder it was to leave. When Alex was a baby, his 
parents, Todd and Beverley, were living in the exact 
suite that Faith and Alex were now renting. Next door, 
in 503, newborn Faith was living with her Mom and 
Dad: Ava and Steven. 

<<I can’t send your body back in time, Sabrina, but 
there is a way you can experience the 80s>> 

Sabrina also had the opportunity to examine 
Nancy’s life and stopped searching after the first few 
times her father, who’s loving face Sabrina was used 
to seeing in a nurturing way, had become a grotesque, 
malevolent scowl that revealed itself when that version 
of her father would abuse Nancy. 

Nancy was hyper-fixated on Sabrina’s version. She 
saw the happiness of her family. A family she never had 
yet also had. She wanted to experience those moments 
again outside of just stolen memories. 

<<You could see what baby Faith and Alex were 
really like. You could spend time with your own parents. 
I can send you back but it will be a little bit different 
than shifting your consciousness into a parallel body. 
This would be shifting into the body of someone who 
has voluntarily vacated their body to allow you enter>> 

“They won’t mind?” Sabrina asked concerned. 

<<They will not, dear. It might be a little more 
disorienting than the last time>> The woman’s voice 
inside her head said but her mouth still did not move. 
<<You’ll be able to experience the 80s but it will feel. . 
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. tighter than the last time>> 

She wasn’t wrong. It did feel tighter. The smoke 
woman had dramatically downplayed how much tighter. 

She woke up in an apartment that had the same 
layout but seemed decades younger. 

<<which would make sense right?>> 

Among the tightness inside her mind she felt a 
nameless aggressive emotion that could only partially 
be hidden but then she wondered what it was that 
needed to be hidden and her anxiety spiked. 

<<I know, I know. It’s a lot to process. I’m sorry. 
We’re bouncing around so fast. Just take a few breaths. 
You are in a male body. A body that is not your own. 
It’s been gifted to you for the use of experiencing the 
80s. When you’re done we can go back to present day 
Sabrina. Back to Alex and Faith and your veterinary 
practice. If you’re too overwhelmed we could go back 
now and come later>> 

“No, no. This is fine,” She spoke but the low sound 
of the male voice startled her. 

<<You’re in a male body, Sabrina. Is this okay?>> 

She still sort of felt like Nancy and to have her refer 
to her as Sabrina while also trying to navigate a new 
male body was causing her to hyperventilate. 

<<Okay. Just calm down, Sabrina>> The smoke 
woman appeared before her and looked into her eyes 
in a way that was mesmerizing and somehow calming. 
<<Why don’t you visit Alex and Faith’s parents?>> 
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The smoke woman instructed Sabrina to introduce 
the male body she was currently driving as Walter, an 
old tenant of the building who used to live in 501. Todd 
and Beverley were very accommodating and they talked 
for a few hours and met their baby, Alexander. It wasn’t 
long before Beverley invited the body that Sabrina was 
controlling to join them for supper. 

<<You should tell them about fond memories of 
your neighbours in 503 >> 

When the body Sabrina was controlling mentioned 
it, Beverley immediately stood up from the table and 
was already in the hallway, getting ready to knock on 
Steven and Ava Fields’ door. 

Their newborn, Faith Gwendolynn Fields, had just 
woken up and they brought her along in a plastic carrier. 

Moments after they all sat down at the dinner 
table, Nancy was jerkily wrenched from the male body 
and she snapped back into alternate present Sabrina. 

Everything seemed to look the same but something 
had changed. 
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HERE WAS NO LONGER A SECOND SABRINA. 
The happy Sabrina. 
The original Sabrina. 

Now, there was only Nancy in the happy Sabrina’s 
empty body. The memories with Alex and Faith and her 
being a veterinarian were gone. 

All that left was Nancy. 

It took her awhile but after she sat up from her 
overwhelmed stupor, she composed herself enough to 
try to rationalize what was going on. A brilliant glow 
began to collect in the centre of the room. It cast off 
sparks and continued to grow in intensity. It radiated 
a kind of heat that she could feel against her skin. It 
was calming and somehow felt benevolent. The light 
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continued to build and coalesce in the centre of the 
room until it enveloped her. 

In that moment she felt infinite. 

She knew that Alex and Faith did not exist in the 
same way as they had before she’d left. 

The light imparted to her that, in 1987, Todd and 
Beverly Sunderland and their neighbours Steven and 
Ava Fields had been murdered in their apartment by 
another neighbour named Walter. The motive had never 
been fully discovered but another tenant, Eric Sanford, 
tried to intervene after hearing screams. Eric was 
stabbed in the chest but had managed to kill Walter 
with that same knife. 

Sabrina dug a little online and found Eric Sanford 
was a local talk-radio host. 

As the glow began to dim steadily, she was once 
again by herself; Nancy inside the body of the happy 
Sabrina. 

She was standing outside Eric Sanford’s house. 
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RIC DIDN’T ANSWER IMMEDIATELY and he shut the 
door tightly when she told him her name was 
Sabrina and then, after a pause, Nancy. 

She almost was about to leave when radiant yellow 
light surged through Eric’s living room and competed 
against the daylight. 

After a few moments Eric silently opened and door 
and she entered behind him. 

<<I have a plan>> the light spoke inside her head 
in a way that both encouraged her and scared her. 
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HEN SABRINA RUSHED INTO THE ROOM in 

Eric Sanford’s younger body, Steven, Todd, 

and Beverly were already dead. Ava was 
wrestling the knife away from Walter. 

A baby was writhing around in her plastic carrier 
and cotton blanket screaming along with the muffled 
cries of another baby somewhere else in the apartment. 

Sabrina in Eric’s body tackled Walter and was 
stabbed in the chest before a moment presented itself 
where they could jam the knife twice into Walter’s 
throat. 

Sabrina’s consciousness was violently stripped 
from Eric’s body and she felt the odd, viscous sensation 
of returning to her new vessel: the happy version of 
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Sabrina. 

When she returned the smoke woman was angrily 
waiting for her. She shrieked inhumanly with a raging 
sound that Sabrina only heard in her head. Smoke shot 
out behind the woman menacingly. 

The apartment door whipped open and there was 
toddler standing in the doorway. The toddler was 
backlit; accentuating the fact that their forehead was 
glowing. 

The smoke woman looked afraid. 
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TRAVELIN: 
MATT 


C C EVERY PERSON IS ACTUALLY THE SAME BEING 
experiencing reality subjectively,” Travelin’ Matt 
pulled the coffee cup to his mouth. 

His words were spoken as though they were 
mundane and ordinary; some trivial conversation about 
some idle piece of gossip. 

They sat down in the café after both had ordered 
drinks. 

The woman Matt had approached in the book 
store was so shaken by the enormity of his words that 
she convulsed as though her whole body was doing a 
comically exaggerated double take for some hammy 
vaudevillian act. 

“Holy fuck? What?” She immediately covered her 
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mouth. “Sorry,” she looked down, embarrassed. “I 
meant, to say...” 

“I think you meant to say: holy fuck,” Matt grinned. 

The woman chuckled shyly and then tried to sit up 
straight. 

“Okay, I’m going to think about this critically. 
Convince me,” she goaded. 

“I think humans are identical pieces of the same 
being but are represented in the physical world 
separately by each person’s subjective consciousness. 
And only in that way are we differentiated. If we went 
back to the spiritual world, we’d all just be part of that 
same, singular being. All consciousness is supplied by 
one being hosting separate bodies; a meta-subjective 
view of reality.” 

“Hmmm, so that thing is everybody?” she swirled 
the coffee around with her brown plastic stir stick. 

“Yes, but I think it’s a single being from a duality. 
There is a good essence and an evil essence inside us. 
When one of the essences controls someone more than 
the other, that person becomes good or bad.” 

“I mean, it would explain why so many religions 
are built around the idea that the world was started 
by a God for humans. Maybe consciousness developed 
when this entity was able to harness the body of the 
homo sapiens and insert it’s consciousness onto it,” she 
took a drink from her coffee. 

“T agree,” Matt said. “I believe that the first modern 
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man and woman were given consciousness by just such 
an entity. So the Bible’s Adam and Eve were actually just 
the first two homo sapiens that had consciousness. And 
that explains how there were other homo sapiens for 
Cain and Able to mate with. They were just mating with 
homo sapiens who hadn’t been given consciousness. 

“Maybe the first consciousness was only in Adam 
and Eve, but then through birth it separated from Adam 
and Eve into Cain and Able. And then was transferred 
to the rest of humanity through Cain. Eating from the 
tree of the knowledge of good and evil was a metaphor 
for homo sapiens attaining consciousness. Both good 
and evil energies existed together as one in both Adam 
and Eve, but when they had children the energies were 
split apart. Cain contained more evil than good and Able 
contained more good than evil. But then Cain killed 
Able and the majority of goodness was lost from the 
timeline and the rest of humanity is filled with the evil 
energy that Cain propagated through the generations,” 
Matt said. 

“What if Adam and Eve have a good son that was 
hidden away?” She asked. 

“Woah. What if he wasn’t written about 
again until Mary, but rather than the virgin birth, 
Mary was actually part of the biological line of 
a secret good son of Adam and Eve who’d been 
hidden away from Cain’s evil lineage,” Matt said. 
What if in that isolation from Cain the good energy 
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lineage exercised a kind of sexual selection where only 
those with a high amount of goodness were allowed to 
procreate until we reach Jesus who was almost entirely 
good energy. When Jesus became aware of the way that 
the Hebrew religion had been distorted as a system of 
control over the people through the influence of an elite 
few, he decided to expose humanity to the real message: 
Everyone is a subjective piece of God’s consciousness.” 

“What if the context of what Jesus said was altered 
by the people who reprinted the Bible? The original 
Hebrew was changed to Greek and then from Greek 
to Old English, right? I’m pretty sure that’s right,” she 
considered. 

“There are single words in certain languages 
that represent whole concepts. Since word is a whole 
concept, it can only be translated as a sentence when 
there is no equivalent word in the language it’s being 
translated into. Although, actually I can’t think of an 
example in English,” Matt paused, scrunching his face 
together and looking up as though he were trying to 
peer inside his brain with his eyes and that somehow 
that would help him remember. 

“Well, the French have a word: ennui. And ennui, 
means... actually,” Matt pulled out his smartphone 
and entered the word into the search engine on his 
browser. 

After an unbelievably short time, which wasn’t 
appreciated or even acknowledged as being as 
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miraculous as it was, the smartphone gave him the 
knowledge he was desiring. 

“Ennui is the feeling of weariness and 
dissatisfaction’. That one word actually means an entire 
concept. And the word petrichor! That is the scent of 
rain on dry earth. Both are concepts condensed into one 
word. What words in original Hebrew were like ennui 
and petrichor? Maybe the meaning conveyed in those 
original words were mistranslated when the scriptures 
were transferred over to Greek. And then again when 
the Bible was translated into English? 

“I always wondered if when Jesus said ‘we should 
love another as yourself,’ he wasn’t meaning you should 
love one another as separate, disconnected individuals,” 
he said. “He was saying you actually are the other 
person. Only you are subjectively viewing existence and 
have a different individual past that we have named 
as your self to which you’ve tethered recollections of 
events as having happened to that self.” 

“I think too, religion is dependant on where you are 
born,” she said. “If you’re born in the US you’re probably 
going to be a Christian. If you’re born in China you'll be 
a Confucian or a Buddhist and if you’re Japanese you'll 
probably be Shinto. Those cultural designations and 
expectations will colour your experience of reality.” 

“I agree,” Matt nodded. “Rather than being 
separate and antagonistic, we should recognize that, 
while we are only experiencing the world subjectively, 
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our consciousness is the same as any and every other 
person experiencing reality subjectively through their 
body. That’s a pretty intense idea for the whole of 
humanity to entertain if a certain amount of subjective 
experiencers want to retain their individuality and 
their control and power over others. 

“They killed Jesus and then made it seem like he 
was a heretic. He was going up against the control, the 
influence, the power, and the evil that Cain’s lineage 
stood for. Cain’s influence as the evil force even ended 
up usurping the spiritual message that Jesus true 
followers were trying to get out. The church instead 
used Christianity the religion to control the masses. 
Not to free them with knowledge. In the Dark Ages only 
the clergy and nobility could really read. Why? ‘Cause 
knowledge is power. That’s why! 

“Those who possess knowledge possess the power 
to shape the perception of those who do not have that 
knowledge. Have you ever told a lie and you knew it was 
a lie but the other person you told trust you so much 
that they believe that you are telling them the truth. 
In that moment you have altered their experience of 
objective reality. With words, you have changed that 
person’s awareness of truth. You have made an illusory 
film that obscures the other person’s awareness of the 
true, objective reality. So yah, if most people can’t read, 
they can’t verify whether what the religious leader at 
the front of the church is actually reading is written 
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on the pages of the book in front of him, or whether 
the speech and its meaning are simply propaganda that 
aims to control the thoughts and actions of others for 
the benefit of the elite. 

“That’s why whenever I hear something I also put 
the information through a prism of critical observation. 
Who is telling me this information? Why are they 
telling me this information? Could the messenger have 
a motive or a bias?” 

The woman continued to stare at him. She was 
aware now that he was emitting a subtle light that 
danced in the air around him. She felt a recognition 
of understanding in his eyes and then she felt an odd 
sense of déja vu. She remembered this experience. She 
remembered this conversation but she remembered it 
through the subjective experience of the male barista 
in the black uniform beside her. 

Travelin’ Matt followed the woman’s gaze. 

“Ah, just who I was hoping to see,” Travelin’ Matt 
stood up from the table. “Alexander Sunderland.” 

As the man said his name reality solidified into 
one immovable object, save for Alexander and Travelin’ 
Matt himself. 

Alexander blinked around at the static universe 
taking it all in. “You’re the one who finally ends it,” 
Matt smiled. 

“Ends what? What the fuck is happening? Vanessa’s 
frozen,” he pointed over to where his coworker was 
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steaming milk for a latte motionlessly. 

“I wanted to see something.” 

Travelin’ Matt rose his hand and Alex’s head started 
to glow. 

“Oh,” Matt furrowed his brow in an even mix of 
confusion and amusement. 

“What?” 

“It isn’t actually you. It’s .. . it’s your daughter.” 

“Um, I’ve had a vasectomy.” 

“Oh, yes. Of course. No, not you you. The you-who- 
has-a-daughter you.” 

“Oh, yes. Of course,” Alex said incredulously. 

“Yah, this you,” Matt gestured dramatically at 
everything, “this you is a little more sad than others 
but .. . cheer up. It looks like things will all turn out 
well in the end, eh?” Travelin’ Matt gave Alex a playful 
punch on the shoulder. “It’s not tag though. It’s an 
ending. Not the end, just an end,” Matt said before his 
image stuttered jerkily and then disappeared. 

Reality resumed. 

Vanessa was steaming milk for a latte and the 
woman at the table beside Alex was confusedly looking 
around for the strange man she’d been talking to who 
had disappeared before her eyes. 
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EDWARD 


DWARD FELT THE WIND RIP PAST HIS face. As 
it scraped along his stubble he could feel the 
division of space where Walter ended and 
everything else took over. Edward was always trying 
to convince Walter that any and all things beyond his 
thin barrier of skin cells were not at all separate but 
was actually one big gelatine like substance. 
<<You’re only wading through it on your journey, 
past to future, through your momentary flashes of 
segmented awareness>> 
Walter accepted that most of what Edward said was 
meant to fuck with his mind. A mind that was already 
overloaded with disjointed and frayed connections, 
distorted further still by the constant hum of static. 
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Am I mad because of the static? Or is the static a 
manifestation of my insanity? He didn’t bother asking 
Edward. Walter knew what his answer would be. 

<<We’re all mad. Some are just better at hiding it 
than others>> 

Edward was waiting for Jake, though usually 
it was Walter that went to meetings. Edward was 
unpredictable. Walter liked meetings to be lucid and 
then the job itself would be passed on to Edward. 
Walter didn’t want to be around when Edward worked. 
That’s why he did so much acid. Acid made the division 
between Walter and Edward that much thicker and 
dulled the uncomfortable intricacies of the profession 
Edward loved so much. Walter had tried before to just 
accept it but he wasn’t like Edward. 

Something Edward never let Walter forget. 

Usually Walter would leave Edward to his work 
while he escaped into the churning heaviness of an acid 
trip. Sometimes he took ketamine, but Edward said he 
couldn’t work while Walter was thrashing around ina 
k-hole. Edward insisted Walter only use LSD when the 
auto club needed him to work. Edward was silent and 
Walter was anxiously trying to repel paranoid thoughts 
that came charging out at him from the darkness. 

I should’ve left the phone in the car, Walter felt an 
itch in his nose and their body made a move to scratch 
it. As the finger slid up their nose to pursue the itch, 
another feeling poked at his unfocused awareness. 
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The phlegmy residue of the ketamine slid out from his 
sinuses. It crept along the skin at the back of his throat, 
dropping excess globs of the viscous solution on his 
tongue as it did. 

Since the first line of Special K the night was charged 
with a dark malevolence that crackled around Walter’s 
fractured mind. Edward had no jobs planned and that’s 
why Walter had gone to see the man in the purple suit 
to stock up: LSD. Ketamine. DMT. Mushrooms. 

Walter trusted the man in the purple suit, as much 
as Walter was able to trust another person, so he didn’t 
hesitate dosing Edward with three hits of acid when he 
asked. On the second shared peak, the man in the purple 
suit started stomping about the room aggressively. 
The dark energy pulsed and ballooned up in intensity, 
pressing outward larger and larger until 

Walter could feel the seething malevolence stabbing 
at his skin. “Hey man, did, uh, did I accidentally give 
you the white ones?” Walter stared at the man in the 
purple suit silently. 

“Cause those were actually my personal ones. 
How many did you take?” Edward reminded Walter 
that they’d taken three. Walter held up three fingers. 

The man in the purple suit cackled in a hysterical 
flick of his whole body that arced back before swinging 
back the opposite way. The expanding energy continued 
to stab at Walter’s skin. 

“Holy shit, dude! There were 300 mics in each of 
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those!” 

The laughter angered Edward. Walter was about to 
let him take over but then his phone began to ring. Jake 
wanted to meet. He wasn’t sure about what or why he’d 
called so late. 

<<It’s our night off!>> Edward reminded Walter. 

He knew they should’ve said no, but Edward was 
about to stab the man in the purple suit and Walter 
didn’t want to go searching for another source with 
quality shit. 

There was a ludicrously elongated moment where 
Walter was convinced that rather than recalling the 
night’s events with the man in the purple suit that they 
had actually jumped the temporal track and inserted 
themselves back in that time. It didn’t feel like simply 
recalling amemory of earlier that night but then Edward 
reminded them that they were still spiking hard from 
900 mics of LSD. 

The chemicals hummed but Edward wasin mechanic 
mode. It was almost too much for Walter who was still 
trying to flee and lose himself in the nothingness of 
buzzing images and fragmented thoughts lacking any 
discernible sequence. 

The air scratched past him again and he could 
almost feel the individual cells lifting away like shingles 
in a hurricane. It made Walter wonder how many skin 
follicles the wind had taken with it and how many cells 
from other beings were floating in the air around him. 
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His spine tightened. The idea of bits of dislocated skin 
spiralling around in the ether made him think of those 
mites that live on your eyelashes, living out their whole 
lives beneath the towering structures that to them 
would look like redwoods dotting the pink surface of 
their world. 

What do we live our lives upon? 

While Walter was tossed around in the choppy 
waves of quantum non-locality, Edward was present 
and excitedly waiting for orders. 

<<It isn’t like Jake to be late>> Edward tried to 
slow his portion of their mind and throw off the dark 
feeling that hovered over him. Edward tried to identify 
the malevolent force concealed behind the impenetrable 
skin of the unseen. Every muscle in his face tensed down 
in crazed concentration. He was disheartened by his 
inability to articulate the pulsing waves of terror that 
were throbbing through him. It was like Edward could 
almost see... it. But the resolution was so pixilated 
that the true picture was lost in large solid squares. 

<<Either I’m too close or its image is blown up far 
too large for me to make it out>> He realized he needed 
to either pull back or shrink... it. 

Edward became aware that he was far closer to the 
edge than he should be. He didn’t want to lose himself 
inside the throbbing electricity of his splintered mind 
since Walter was already far off beyond him, rising 
and falling off in the distance carried around by the 
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invisible waves of madness. 

Edward tried to wrench his awareness back into 
their body. Edward was away from it long enough that 
when he did return, their body was wobbling uneasily 
back in forth like a newborn calf. He snatched control 
before their body collapsed completely and shot out an 
arm to steady their body against the bricks. 

Edward had entered crazed eyes that were darting 
around, unfocused and purposeless. When he finally 
calmed them, he reached into his pocket for a joint he 
hoped would settle him. 

Walter, seeing Edward’s hassle with operating their 
body, cut himself away from the aimless waves and 
decided to take over Edward’s aborted quest to uncover 
the name of the illusive malevolent force. Someone had 
to be inside, and someone had to be outside. Walter 
thought it only polite to help Edward out since he was 
on outside duty at the moment. 

Just before the peak of Walter’s search-and his 
gOO microgram acid trip-his exhausted mind collapsed, 
sputtering clumsily, and finally stalling completely. 
His attempt could only reveal a frustratingly partial 
identity for their invisible terror. 

End. 

Edward blinked dopily as their brain rebooted from 
the critical systems crash Walter had caused. Walter 
eventually rejoined Edward in their unsteady body 
back in reality. Both were crippled by the profound, yet 
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terrifyingly limited, awareness of End. What scared 
them more, was that they knew End was not its true 
name. End was just the name it went by; the name it 
gave to those it didn’t already know. End was but a 
codename and Edward knew that behind the invisible 
skin of End there existed something more. 

Their whole body shivered but then he laughed. His 
loud, sparking laughter blasted out into the ambient 
noise of the Exchange District alley. The hysterical 
grunting of their insanity infected the charged hum of 
night traffic running up Main Street and along Portage 
Avenue to the South. 

As the intensity drained, Edward’s relative lucidity 
returned and the strings connecting his mind with 
his physical senses began to reattach themselves. His 
eyes focused and he saw that he was standing in the 
back alley in the Exchange. He was cloaked in sickly, 
yellow light raining down from the metal fire escape 
above. Edward could see his shadow stretched out in 
front of him, long and sinister. As he stared at his own 
shadow, textured by the pebbles and cracked stone it 
flowed over, Edward wanted to name his shadow End 
too. He coughed as he turned his head to look at the 
glowing tip of the joint he held in his fingers. He saw 
the ribbon of smoke float upwards, displacing itself into 
the nothingness of air around him. 

He laughed loudly again and shook his head. He 
reminded himself once again that the man in the purple 
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suit had dosed them with a ridiculous amount of acid 
before they’d gotten the call to come meet Jake. Edward 
pulled again on the joint. He reminded himself that 
weed always made him paranoid. 

The intense psychedelic detour had caused their 
hands to sweat. He put the joint between his lips and 
wiped his clammy hands on his shirt. 

What the fuck is taking Jake so long? Walter 
wondered anxiously fidgeting inside their mind. 

The phone in their pocket vibrated and their whole 
body tensed. 

It wasn’t a number Walter recognized so he stared 
anxiously at the phone and didn’t answer it. 

Eventually, the ringing stopped. 

“Edward,” a calm baritone voice filtered out from 
the darkness of the alley. It squirmed its way into his 
ear canal where the sensation was distilled into sparks 
of anxious electricity that sped off to his brain. They 
jolted him with the true meaning and identity of End. 

He didn’t recognize the voice though it wasn’t as if 
the auto club would have sent someone they had ever 
met before. 

Edward knew it wouldn’t do any good but Walter was 
already trying anyway. Edward knew the inevitability 
of what was coming. 

<<So everyone makes that face at the end>> 

Inside, Edward smirked as Walter pleaded through 
pathetically hysterical tears. Walter was too terrified 
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to be amused. 

The face was a grimace that marked the instant 
they became aware of the moments they had left 
between the one they were in and their last, when the 
nothingness would snap them away forever. Before, 
Edward had always found that expression humorous. 

No longer. 

Now he understood. 

At their own end, Walter (and therefore Edward) 
was making that terrifyingly unfunny face. Edward 
felt End growing with sinister intensity. Walter did too. 
They felt it like a bright flare that scorched their skin 
wherever gelatine reality touched the barrier of cells 
separating them from End. Edward knew he had never 
once shown mercy. The Auto Club would never have 
paid them if he’d ever shown mercy. He’d never really 
thought about it from the other side before, but then 
that moment too, imbued with unappreciated irony, 
dissolved into nothingness. 

Shoving him closer and closer to End. 

Edward birthed a plan to stretch time with more 
weed. Although it wasn’t so much a plan as it was a 
craving that sizzled across his brain. It jostled around 
for importance against the jagged clumps of competing 
thoughts. Of course they couldn’t all fit inside his head. 
Even without drugs, Walter’s insanity ensured that 
his mind was never a thought or two under maximum 
capacity and Edward wasn’t even included in that. 
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Their continuous drug use-and the psychosis required 
for them to thrive in their profession-caused a spike 
in immigrant population that led to a kind of cognitive 
urban sprawl even though Walteropolis, and sister city 
Edwardopolis, offered no vacant land to sprawl into. 
His skull crushed the immigrant thoughts together. 
The citizens of the twin cities screamed out but to 
Walter and Edward they were perceived as pulsing 
waves of undifferentiated static tinged with aggressive 
desperation. 

The plan, hidden inside a craving, was ignored 
among the gurgling and roiling mass of screams that 
thundered about the twin cities. 

“Listen, I... I have a collection,” Walter yelped. 

Inside their head, Edward laughed morbidly. He 
knew Walter was talking about the assorted trinkets 
spilling over the lip of the wastebasket in their basement 
and not the collection itself. 

Edward’s sick collection had no monetary value 
but Walter was referring to the many plastic tubs of 
coins, rings, and other jewelry that they removed from 
Edward’s victims. 

“T’ll share. I just ...I don’t have it with me, okay?” 
Walter sobbed. 

There was silence. 

Their throat tightened. 

“But I mean, I can fucking take you to it. Just, uh, 
wait. Fuck, just wait. I got rings, necklaces, fuckin’ 
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coins and shit! Jesus fuck just give me a little time to 
get ‘em.” 

A man Edward didn’t recognize emerged from 
the shadows. His eyes locked on Edward purposefully. 
The man stepped forward into the harsh yellow light 
flooding down from the rusted lamp above them. 

“Listen, it’s really a funny story-“ 

The man wordlessly pulled out a 9mm from his 
chest holster, concealed beneath his aged leather jacket 
and aimed it at their body. 

“Jesus,” Walter jumped. “Holy fuck, just, just listen 
... OKay! Just fuckin’ listen. I'll just .. . Pll just leave, 
okay? You’ll never hear from me ag-” 

Walter and Edward’s whole body flinched as the 
other man’s head exploded outward, spraying bits of 
brain and matted hair across their face and chest. 

Edward blinked, amused. 

Walter was shaking. 

The body of the man neither of them knew collapsed 
limply. A rush of red surged out from the space that 
used to be the man’s face and pooled beneath his still 
form, seeping into the cracks in the pavement of the 
Exchange District alley. 

Walter couldn’t process any of it, but it only took 
Edward a few seconds to realize what had happened. 
He scanned the darkness to see where the shot had 
come from. He felt the faintest bit of pain. 

And then the nothingness swallowed them both. 
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HEY SHIVERED IN A WHOLE BODY SPASM that 
temporarily fended off Walter’s awareness of 
their continuing existence. It wasn’t until long 
after the muscles in their body released themselves from 
the rigid tension of what they assumed was death. End. 
But they were still... Walter hesitated from assuming 
they were alive but it was no arguing that they were. 
Their heart was beating like a speed metal drum solo 
Walter laughed in a hysterical, full body chortle 
that lasted so long it was beginning to annoy Edward. 
Walter took control of their body and was leaping 
around the room euphorically. 
“We’re alive!” he shouted as he raced around the 
apartment. 
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Edward was experiencing the moment more 
critically. He was scanning the room and to him, what 
he saw made less sense than their sudden reintroduction 
to existence. He’d felt the nothingness and its frigid 
fingers as it fondled them. He was sure that was end. 
Their end. Somehow they still were. He wasn’t sure 
how but they still were. 

<<I know why>> Edward said and then Walter felt 
iL; 

There was another. 

<<Hello, Edward>> the voice in his head was 
feminine and not at all like Edward’s. 

<<What are you doing here?>> Edward seemed to 
be addressing someone within their mind who wasn’t 
Walter but he was too afraid to inquire further. 

Walter was fine with being peripheral. He’d long 
ago stopped caring what Edward was making his body 
do and Edward made sure Walter’s supply of escapism 
was always fully stocked. 

<<We have to stop that Puppet Shaman>> 

Walter heard a few words here and there but was 
more preoccupied with the fact that he’d survived death 
and was now back in the 80s somehow. Most of him was 
forcing itself away from Edwards conversation with 
the female voice but a few specific words bled through: 
tight, painful, plan. 

But the mention of a Puppet Shaman intrigued him. 

Edward and the female voice were so preoccupied 
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with each other that they weren’t at all aware that 
Walter was now taking it all in. They were planning on 
stuffing yet another consciousness into their body that 
currently hosted three. They planned on hiding Edward 
and Walter so the new consciousness would believe 
there were only two: herself and the female voice. 

He almost blew it when he’d made a smart aleck 
comment when the new consciousness marvelled at 
how the apartment looked in the 80s. 

As the trip went on and he listened to the female 
voice manipulate the woman he’d learned was 
sometimes Nancy and sometimes Sabrina. He listened 
to her think. He found himself empathizing with her. 

Edward was completely oblivious because he was 
focused on the female voice. Walter noticed how fearful 
Edward was and took notice. 

The female voice was using her deceivingly gentle 
voice to mislead Nancy or Sabrina into attracting other 
people to the apartment who were the real targets. When 
everyone arrived, Nancy and Sabrina’s consciousness 
were launched out and Edward jumped in to fill the 
void. Edward used the body to grasp the steak knife and 
began manically stabbing the people gathered around 
the table. 

A baby started crying and then a second baby began 
crying in the other room. 

The door burst open and a man rushed inside and 
tackled their body. Walter watched as Edward fought 
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the man and wrestled with the knife and then he saw 
her. 

Somehow it was her. 

It was Nancy or Sabrina but she was inside the 
body of the man who was attacking their body. Edward 
stabbed the body that Nancy or Sabrina were driving 
and he heard her consciousness scream. 

Enraged, Walter threw himself with all the 
momentum he could and knocked Edward away; taking 
control of their body. 

“Sabrina or Nancy,” he used their body to say. “I’m 
Walter. He’ll be back soon. Stab me in the neck.” 

The body Sabrina or Nancy were in looked surprised 
momentarily before stabbing Edward and Walter’s body 
repeatedly. 

Edward impotently raged about the insides of their 
dying body but Walter was finally finding peace. 
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AITH HAD GONE TO SOPHIE’S ROOM to make sure 

that she was asleep before she, her husband, and 

their longtime family friend, uncle Seth, lit up 
the bong in the living room. 

Sophie’s room was on the other end of the house 
from the living room. While she didn’t think that they 
were don’t anything wrong, sometimes it still made her 
paranoid that she was being a bad mother. 

Sophie was sleeping soundly and Faith came back 
into the living room where Seth was loading the bong. 

Her husband was playing Dynasty Warriors 7 on 
her old PS3 she had in college. They had the Political 
Infringement Device on top of the television to record 
the night’s conversation. 
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Faith spoke up as she sat down on the couch beside 
her husband: “When we listen to this back aren’t we 
only gonna hear the sound of the video game? Or you 
could put the tape recorder behind you.” 

“Oh I guess that’s true.” Her husband stood up to 
move the recorder. 

Seth was giggling. “I think it will pick up less 
sound, actually, because it’s on top. It’s pointed in the 
same direction the TV speakers are pointed.” 

Her husband stopped his hand before he moved the 
recording device and went to go sit back down. 

“Don’t sound waves go up?” Faith said. 

“Well, they actually go out in a wave so that the 
device might pick up the waves after they reverberate 
off the walls and come back and our voices will be 
louder than those reflected waves. The sound waves of 
our voices are actually going toward the device instead 
of away, bouncing off the wall and coming back. We 
should be okay,” Seth assured her. 

“Huh, that’s fuckin’ cool,” her husband paused the 
game and took a hit from the bong. 

“T’ll trust you ‘cause you have a bachelor in Music,” 
Faith smiled as Seth passed her the bong. 

“Acoustics,” her husband grinned. 

“I aced that course,” Seth laughed. “It was like 
High School physics and so many people were having 
problems with it and for me it was the easiest thing. 
Those were the people that got through school because 
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they were good memorizers. They memorized facts but 
not concepts.” 

“Yah, there were people who kinda missed the 
point about education and rather than expanding their 
knowledge and understanding of reality they just tried 
to ‘get the right answer’ so that they could score well 
on tests,” Faith shook her head. “For instance, at the 
end of World War II one group of homo sapiens dropped 
a bomb on another group that instantly incinerated 
almost a hundred thousand people and destroyed most 
of the city. Some people remember that as: c) at 8:15 
am, on Monday, August 6, 1945 the U.S. dropped a bomb 
ending World War II. There’s a difference between 
knowledge and understanding.” 

Her husband had been massaging her shoulders, 
but then stopped abruptly. At first she thought it was 
because she’d blown his mind, but no. It was something 
else. She could feel his thoughts as if they were tangible, 
knowable. She was aware of something so ridiculous 
and so impossible that it almost made her laugh. 

But instead she said: “Holy fuck!” 

She could feel the division of space where 
her husband’s physical body ended. It was a cold, 
claustrophobic barrier that blocked him from truly 
connecting with anything outside of the shell, that 
apparatus, through which human beings experienced 
the physical world. 

Faith felt the wave of anxiousness that slammed 
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against her husband’s racing mind. 

She shivered. 

In that moment she too felt like everything around 
her husband was one, singular material that enveloped 
him. She felt the bright flashes of panic and could follow 
the contents of his mind like a narrative. He was worried 
that only he really existed, that the whole of reality was 
only a film that clung to the edge of his physical barrier. 
His hands lay limp and still on her shoulders. She felt 
his hysterical isolation and his disconnectedness as 
it reached its height, but then he saw her. Although it 
wasn’t so much that he saw her as he became aware of 
her awareness. He calmed for a moment as he welcomed 
her awareness into his thoughts. She was somehow 
synced to him. The detachedness bled away and the 
warm buzz of their connectedness enveloped them. 

They were one. 

And then it sensed another. 

Three. 

Faith. Her husband. And now this other. 

Each was aware of the other, though each was 
aware of their shared sameness. 

Her husband shivered and Faith shot out of his 
mind and once again they were separate. Her mind 
was thrashing about, trying to comprehend, trying to 
rationalize their interconnectedness. She wondered 
about the source of the other, and why it felt so familiar. 

“Could reality actually be a solid and we’re really 
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just displacing the substance around the space our 
bodies takes up?” Her husband said and she was back 
in their living room, sitting in front of the television, 
watching her husband and uncle Seth play Dynasty 
Warriors 7. 

She was overwhelmed and tried to stay silent 
and in her present moment. Not so much denying the 
experience, but allowing herself time decompress and 
digest. 

“Like how when you go swimming you’re in the 
water and the water is around you but you are just 
displacing the water that had been in that position 
before but now you’re moving it away so that your 
particles and your matter can take that position in the 
water?” 

She wasn’t paying attention to her husband. She was 
worried that the weed had been laced with something. 
And then she worried about Sophie. She was about to 
get up to go check on her but then her husband resumed 
the shoulder rub. 

“Because, like, the electrons of other atoms are 
pushing back against the electrons in your atoms and 
that is what we perceive as being the sensation of touch, 
but we’re actually not touching it because any two like- 
charged electrons repel each other,” he said. 

“You're tasting the chemical reaction of the food on 
your taste buds and it’s your brain interpreting those 
messages as flavour. That’s why taste is also subjective. 
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Some people think certain things are tasty and others 
think it’s gross. So really, reality is only experienced in 
the brain’s subjective interpretation. There isn’t really 
a true objective reality. No two people can really have 
the same interpretation of reality,” Seth said. 

“Except that, since we’re a society, we are expected 
to have the same expectations as to how things work. 
Herd mentality and all,” her husband said. 

She tried to re-engage herself into the conversation, 
hoping that the discussion would shove away the 
anxiousness long enough for her stoned mind to latch 
onto some other thought, any other thought, that was 
less psychologically crippling. 

“Yah, we’re looking around for consensus about 
what is going on. That’s how some people connect to 
the world. They just try to mingle with others who see 
the world in the same way that they do. When you look 
at the world through a different theoretical lens you 
see things in new ways. Like if you look at things en 
masse, the group is expected to disregard certain ideas 
as foolish and those become unreal or impossible, or 
fantastical. Like how western secularism has kind of 
destroyed the legitimacy of spiritual experience,” Faith 
said. 

“Christianity, as well, has a big part of that too,” 
Seth said. 

Her husband’s massage was easing away her 
anxiety. It helped that he hadn’t acknowledged the 
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experience of their metaphysical trinity in any way. 

“I’ve often wondered if Christianity was a false 
religion. That the actual intent is to make people less 
spiritual because it kind of homogenizes thought and 
makes people take things as they’re presented to them 
without questioning things for themselves. Their 
experience of spirituality is a kind of restricted...” he 
paused. 

“There’s that word again: prism,” she stopped. 

Again? 

She didn’t actually remember using it recently and 
wasn’t sure why she said it. 

After another silent moment, Faith continued: 
“That this is the framework in which it is appropriate 
to experience spirituality and everything beyond this is 
either unsanctioned, cultish, ‘of the devil’, or whatever. 
It’s just shouldn’t be entertained as a legitimate idea 
or else you’re heretical and dangerous and people 
shouldn’t be thinking about those kind of things.” 

“We’ve kind of rejected spirituality and adopted a 
new cult of material wealth. It seems like now our gods 
are brands, celebrity, and sensationalized accounts of 
world events that aim to colour the world was unfriendly 
and dangerous. We are told to find our self-worth, not 
in knowledge or wisdom, but in the objects we possess 
that somehow have become symbols of our success or I 
guess the lack of possession that symbolizes our failure. 
We are always so wrapped up in appearance and how 
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we are perceived by other people. Appearance is about 
more than maintaining and attaining stuff, ‘cause it’s 
more than what I had before so in a kind of way they’re 
attempting to surpass experience through material 
means. Consumerism,” her husband said. 

“It’s about more. And more is about trying to prove 
that you're alive,” Faith paused. “There’s a quote I 
remember hearing that went something like: ‘Life is 
occupied by perpetuating itself and surpassing itself 
but if it’s only preoccupied with maintaining itself 
than living is only not dying’. The reason people get 
married and have kids is that living is about finding 
the purpose of perpetuating itself but that’s sad ‘cause 
it’s as if they’re not surpassing their existence. They’re 
putting their purpose into maintaining their current 
experience of existence instead of trying to attain a 
higher level of consciousness.” 

“I really think that’s our purpose,” her husband 
said. “I think we are the shamans. We are the oracles. 
We can search out the way to surpass ourselves and 
make our existence more than simply not dying.” 

“Oracles and Shaman weren’t the ones going 
hunting or producing. They were kind of lethargic and 
often lost in silent contemplation. They didn’t really do 
much. Instead, the tribe provided for them. Their focus 
instead was to help raise the children, give spiritual 
guidance to the tribe, and be a keeper of knowledge,” 
Faith said. 
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“T think that’s why we find it hard to be part of the 
modern day work force, even though we can do it,” Seth 
said. “It’s soul crushing for us because it isn’t who we 
are. I often went off day dreaming while doing repetitive 
tasks at work that I found hard and discouraging 
because it so much effort to concentrate on those stupid 
repetitive tasks I was expected to be doing when all I 
wanted was to experience reality, contemplate ideas, 
and question things. 

“I couldn’t understand how people could just do 
their job happily and not question anything and just 
keep going every day, every year, for their whole lives. 
If we were still in small clans of homo sapiens we 
would totally be the shamans or medicine person or the 
oracles. In contemporary society those things, though, 
are seen as obsolete. Unneeded and illusory. We have to 
be productive. You’ve gotta get a full-time job. Pay your 
bills. Pay taxes. Contribute. Follow. Obey. 

“I really don’t believe that these thoughts are 
all that unique. I think that we are afraid that the 
others will think we’re crazy and dismiss us as flakey 
and delusional so we remain quiet. Trying to have 
conversations with other people makes me feel isolated 
but I know we can’t be the only people thinking these 
thoughts. I think that people are just afraid of expressing 
these thoughts to others because we are conditioned to 
think other people will not be receptive. I think many 
more people have actually considered and are aware of 
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much more than we are collectively expected to be, or 
that is culturally acceptable,” Seth said. 

“We are conditioned to believe that we are no more 
than just the 9 to 5 partition of time in which we are 
being productive and fulfilling our place in the societal 
machine and in our off time we are required to consume 
products that we are expected to desire,” her husband 
said. “The presentation of those products to others 
become a symbol of our status and our importance in 
the machine. Like people who drive expensive cars, who 
wear designer clothes, or who escape to summer villas 
in Tuscany. I mean, it is a part of reality, but they put 
a marked importance on material, physical objects that 
show others that they are more alive somehow than 
others with fewer or less extravagant things.” 

“Why are they so preoccupied with stuff?” Faith 
pondered. “People try to send a message to other 
people through what they possess. If you look better 
than someone else or have better possessions or more 
possessions than someone else then you are somehow 
superior to those who have less than you.” 

“Wealth and possessions are the only part of 
reality that is objective that other people can also 
perceive,” Seth said. “So you’re showing other viewers 
of this reality that in this existence that we’re mutually 
experiencing: ‘I’m surpassing you in a certain way and 
am therefore somehow superior and more alive’.” 

“And if you can convince enough people that 
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accumulation is the ideal motivation for life, then it’s 
easy to create a world where everyone is selfish and 
insular,” Seth started. “When a majority of people try 
to propagate the idea that this is just how the world is, 
and ‘don’t challenge that idea’. And if you do challenge 
the world, they say try to discredit you. They are 
immediately dismissive of anything that does pokes 
holes in their selfish paradigm. Community can’t exist 
in a system of hyper-individuality. But that sounds like 
the point.” 

“Everyone has to be in agreement as to what the 
world is so that we can interact with one another in 
predictable ways,” Faith said. “People want the world to 
be predictable. We want to know what the consequence 
of this action will be or this one. We have to all be in 
agreement as to what is real and what isn’t. And people 
are more easily controlled when they knew their limits.” 

“What if reality doesn’t have limits?” Her husband 
posited. “What if we create reality but a small ruling 
class of homo sapiens are indoctrinating the rest of 
us into homogenizing our interpretation of reality as 
though we’re kind of being corralled or herded into 
being happy workers. Just aware enough to keep doing 
whatever our purpose in the societal machine is to 
maintain the status-quo but ignorant of anything else 
beyond that.” 

“We are taught that we shouldn’t question and that 
we should just accept things the way that they are and 
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don’t rock the boat,” Seth said. “Faith is a virtue. But 
the rational and intelligent people dismiss, and kind of 
delegitimize, the spiritual experiences of others. They 
try to make people skeptical of anything outside of 
science and that’s the other extreme too.” 

“We should model our society after Fraggle Rock,” 
her husband smiled. 

Faith looked down the dark hallway, focused 
intently on the closed door to Sophie’s room. 

“You okay?” her husband gave her a quick hug. 

“I’m gonna check on Sophie,” Faith stood up and 
started towards her daughter’s room. 

“She’s fine,” her husband whispered after her. 

Faith opened the door to Sophie’s room but she 
wasn’t in her bed. When she stepped further into the 
room, Sophie was kneeling at the mirror beside the 
closet, in the dark, staring at her own reflection. 

“Mommy?” 

Sophie turned to her and Faith felt like she was 
living out some bizarre scene from one of those found- 
footage paranormal films. 

“Yes?” Faith whispered back apprehensively. 

“Am I the real Sophie? Or is she?” She pointed at 
the mirror. 

Faith couldn’t process it all so her mind stalled and 
when she got it up again it was humming in neutral. 
She blinked at her daughter silently for a long while. 

“She looks exactly like me,” Sophie said. “And she 
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does exactly what I do? How do I know if I’m her, or if 
she’s me?” 

“Go to sleep, sweetie. You have a play-date 
tomorrow morning,” Faith started closing the door and 
then just before it clicked shut she whispered: “I love 
you, Sophie.” 

“He said he we live in a corrupted timeline,” Sophie 
said and Faith almost shrieked but remembered she 
was pretty high and that Alex was always talking about 
stuff like that so she was probably just mimicking her 
father. 

“Who?” Faith looked into the dark room and her 
daughter was still energetically kicking her legs beneath 
the blanket. “Glowey?” 

Faith was so tired and being stoned didn’t help. 
She wished she could bottle some of Sophie’s seemingly 
boundless energy for herself. 

Recently her daughter had spent a lot of time 
conversing with an imaginary friend she’d named 
Glowey. 

Sophie made a point to let Faith know that Glowey 
was not his real name but it was hard to pronounce his 
real name. Faith prodded a little further and Sophie 
giggled before she finally agreed to tell her mother 
Glowey’s true name. It turned out Glowey’s name was 
just be a steady, high pitched screeching sound. 

“See,” Sophie said. “It’s a pretty hard name to Say, 
huh?” 
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Faith decided not to argue. 

“Love you, Mommy,” Sophie ignored her mother’s 
question and instead her little feet scurried back to her 
bed. 

Sophie leapt onto the mattress and snuggled into 
her covers. It might’ve been the Night Light next to 
Sophie’s bed but it looked like her head was glowing. 

When she re-entered the living room, Seth had gone 
and the lights in the living room were off. She wasn’t 
sure how long it had taken to go check on Sophie, but 
it was late anyway. Alex and Seth had probably decided 
to call it an evening as it was a week night after all. 
She walked over to their bedroom and her husband was 
already asleep on his side of the bed. 

In that moment she became aware of exactly how 
tired she was. Between the experience with her husband 
and that other, and Sophie questioning her existence, 
the night was becoming far too heady. 

Maybe it was the drugs, maybe it was her tiredness, 
maybe it was the blinds blocking out most, though 
not all, of the light from the street lamp outside the 
window, but it looked as if her husband’s forehead was 
glowing too. 

There was a warm light that grew outward and 
enveloped her and she felt displaced in space and 
dislocated in time. 

<<Don’t settle for someone who doesn’t get you and 
don’t pine after someone who doesn’t want to be with 
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you. But most importantly: be the person you want to 
be with. I have a philosophy of self. Every seven years 
the cells in your body are completely different from the 
ones that existed at the beginning of those seven years. 
Cells die and new ones take their place. So technically, 
you are a completely different human being after those 
seven years. So if you live to be 84 you'll actually be 12 
different human beings>> 

There was a younger version of Alex seated at the 
edge of a bed she didn’t recognize, staring up at her. 
She was naked but she wasn’t in her own body. It was a 
body that looked like hers but much younger. 

“Really?” the younger, sadder, Alex was saying, 
staring into her eyes. 

Well, someone’s eyes. She was seeing it, but she 
knew it wasn’t through her eyes. 

Gwen? 

“So ’m midway through my fourth self?” 

“That still gives you a lot of time to be the best 
fourth self you can be, Alex. ‘Cause at the end of the 7 
years, your body as you know it now ceases to exist and 
you’ll be your fifth self.” 

She woke up beside her husband, the older Alex. 
Only now, she couldn’t move. Even the position of her 
eyes were fixed. She couldn’t see the benevolent light 
until it was hovering directly over them. 

It was looking for Alex. 

It swallowed them in its light. In her mind, a 
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thought appeared that vaguely alluded to what the light 
desired from Alex. 

The Constant. 

The light entered her too; her mind, her memories, 
and the memories of others she was somehow connected 
to. 

She felt the light poking around inside Alex’s head. 
She stowed away on the brief flashes of Alex’s memory 
as his mind recounted fragmented moments from the 
past. She watched the benevolent white light retracing 
Alex’s memory and she saw the night a younger version 
of himself had seen the malevolent dark cloud that 
surrounded a similarly younger Seth. 

A Seth that had killed himself. 

“Seth,” She gasped sorrowfully. 

Faith saw the glow radiating from Alex’s head was 
growing in intensity but then it pulled back and began 
to fade; intensify and fade. 

The benevolent light blinked out silently and Alex 
and Faith were left in their bed. 

Alone. 

Once again, they were entombed in the blackness 
of their apartment save for the constant throbbing glow 
from Alex’s forehead. 
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HE DOOR OPENED AND SOPHIE ENTERED the 
room where two women stood across from one 
another. One of the women was radiating dark 
smoke. 
The smoke woman shrieked angrily at the other. 
Sophie’s whole body was jolted by the terrifying 
sound she could only hear inside her head but Glowey 
reminded her of his promise to keep her safe. Glowey 
had indeed kept her safe as he’d guided her from her 
bedroom, down the street, and all the way to the 
apartment building. 
Sophie was more curious than afraid. 
The smoke woman recoiled as Sophie stepped 
nearer. Glowey emerged from Sophie’s body asa brilliant 
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ball of bright energy that soundlessly cast off luminous 
sparks as it hovered closer to the smoke woman who 
was hysterically pressing herself against the wall in an 
impotent attempt to flee. 

Parts of Glowey and the smoke woman began 
snapping and cracking off. The pieces floated 
weightlessly in the air between them. 

Nancy had been watching the the glowing ball of 
energy and the smoke women with wide, unblinking 
eyes. Then, she became aware of Sophie who laughed and 
clapped her hands together giddily while she watched 
Glowey. Sabrina raced over to Sophie and wrapped her 
up in a hug. Sophie wriggled in the woman’s grip to 
keep watching Glowey and the smoke woman as they 
continued their violent dance; disintegrating into the 
air around them. At first, the disparate pieces seemed 
to repel one another with bright sparking reactions 
whenever they touched. The luminous pieces of Glowey 
began attracting the shadowy wisps of the smoke 
woman, snapping the opposing pieces together tightly. 

Sabrina let go of Sophie and began screaming. She 
curled herself into a ball as the feeling of displacement 
reached its peak. 

The collapsing of reality didn’t bother Sophie. 
She watched her friend Glowey until the last possible 
moment when separateness fused tightly into wholeness, 
presence became absence, and everything became one. 
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